PERIHELION 


Per-i-he-li-on 
noun 
The point in the orbit of a planet, asteroid, or 


comet at which it is closest to the sun. 


Perhaps if he searched deep within, grasping at the most honest part of himself, Kaz Brekker 


should have expected this. 


He should have seen it coming, the snapping of a trap above his head. Should have played this 


game the way he always had—the cards tucked into his sleeve before they'd ever hit the table. 


Every picked pocket in District 12, every scam, every scowl on the sallow faces that paved his 
broken city. Every douse of fear that stained the walls of the rooms where his whispered name 
was overheard. Dirtyhands. They couldn’t add up to nothing. Kaz had been shadowed by his own 
past for as long as he could remember, traversing the grayed streets with nothing but the thud 


of his cane and the denial of such frivolous beliefs as karma. 


He knew it was real now. The cards had hit the table, and karma’s scythe had come to him in the 
form of a slip of paper, a final ensnaring that he couldn’t escape from. He had watched the paper 
raised high on the morning of the Reaping, felt each syllable of his name fall from a cruelly 


painted mouth with the weight of a guillotine’s blade. 


By some small mercy, it hadn’t been his given name—his family’s name. It was perhaps the only 
reason he'd been able to keep his footing, to school his face into stillness as his name echoed 
through the crowded town square, as all eyes leaped to his crooked figure at the back of the 


mass. The outbreak of astonished whispers that followed had fallen on deaf ears. 


He’d fought tooth and nail to belong in his district, then infinitely harder for it to belong to him. 
Saving up to purchase the Slat, building his reputation through bloodshed, learning the right 
crowds to work, the right Peacemakers to bribe, the perfect balance that would keep him one 
step ahead of the tide—it had all crumbled to nothing in the blink of an eye. He’d only had one 
more year to endure before the age cutoff. If he’d gone home that night, it would have been his 


last Reaping. The Saints were laughing at him. 


Kaz could hear them laughing now, quietly amidst the hum of machinery as he stepped into the 
glass cylinder that would take him to the arena. A twinge of pain shot through his leg, and he 


tallied it down as the first of many to come. 


The preparatory stages had been a vile experience. Determined to preserve as much of his 
dignity as he could, Kaz had refused to show off before the countless onlookers, even before the 


judges. He’d been poked and prodded, lectured on public appearance and the importance of 


allies, but there wasn’t much he could do to waive the target that had been plastered to his back 


the moment he had limped into the training room, cane clacking against the marbled floors. 


He knew how he looked to them. He knew what stories his appearance told, his silence, his 

parts more broken than whole. He knew the questions that would be exchanged in his absence. 
What product of that formidable district had taken his leg, had condemned his hands to shelter 
beneath gloves? Which greedy fist or soot-stained hovel had created the look of pure anger that 


forcibly averted their eyes from him? 


He hadn’t deigned to answer. Let them wonder. Let them create him how they wished; it didn’t 
matter in the end. Every mentor within a mile radius had already begun urging their tributes to 
go after the weakest while they could. First, the cripple without his cane, foul attitude 


notwithstanding. An easy target. 


He would let them come, would meet his death with weapons, then fists, then teeth if it came to 
it. He'd left the Slat in the hands of his colleagues, and his possessions to rot to dust in his 
coffers; he’d made those preparations, at least. There was nothing left to do but to go out 


swinging. It was riches or carnage, and neither, he supposed, would cost him his pride. 


There was a familiarity in the adrenaline that stirred within him as the platform began to rise. It 
was akin to an animal glimpsing the point of a knife, hackles rising, preparing to maul its way 
out. Kaz sifted through the calculations that he had been working on since his name was called, 
the same ones that got him out of a heist, an arrest warrant, an unsavory game of cards. If he 
survived the bloodbath that would occur at the game’s start, he had a plan, a next move. There 


would always be a next move. 


He already knew that he wouldn't be earning gifts from sponsors. If anything, he'd be likely to 
receive poisons disguised as tonics, so he would do well to avoid anything with a ribbon on it 
once he entered the games. Those who would be on his side—the Dregs, the regulars at the Slat, 
perhaps a few mangy merchants of twelve’s skeleton of a market—couldn’t scrape together 


enough for a cold compress. He was on his own. 


However, there was nothing out of the ordinary in that statement. 


Kaz turned his head, drawing his brows together as his vision filled with glaring brightness. The 


cylinder had breached the ground. 


In the distance he could hear a whirr of machines, undoubtedly the ring of tributes rising along 
with him. Kaz quickly forced his eyes open, squinting to discern the black mass at the center of 
the arena. Supplies and weapons bathed in scattered sunlight at the cornucopia’s lip. He looked 
away from the temptation, surveyed the tributes around him—his tribute partner was next to 
him, a girl of fifteen who had been the matron’s apprentice at a children’s home. After Kaz had 
earned a big silver 1 in the training scores, awarded for smiling amicably up at the judges and 
letting them watch a coin vanish between his gloved fingertips, his mentor had finally given up 
on him. The feeble, scar-mottled man had displaced his efforts onto Eunice instead, and Kaz 


didn’t have the heart to tell him that she, too, almost certainly stood no chance. 


Next to her were the tributes from District 11. Both were around Kaz’s age, advantageous in 
their strength and dexterity from working the district’s farms. The closest, a boy with dark skin 


and a lanky frame, caught Kaz’s eye and arched a brow. He looked away. 


Kaz gave the rest of the tributes a cursory glance, only lingering on one—Inej Ghafa, from 
District 8. No one knew much about her. The girl had slipped through her training like a ghost, 
observing the others from rafters and shadowed corners. There was a rumor that Inej had 
earned a 10 in the training scores by vanishing during her evaluation and turning up behind the 
judge’s backs, twenty feet up and behind a solid glass wall. Wraith, they had called her. Kaz 
knew that it didn’t matter how well he could hold his own if he was killed from above with no 
warning, so he had slowly trained himself to recognize the feel of her eyes on the back of his 
head, the shift in a room’s silence when she entered. The girl was visible now, rolling her wiry 
shoulders and rising to the balls of her feet. If Kaz was a beast prepared to lash out, Inej was a 


bird steeling to take flight. 


The tributes shifted as a voice sounded from unseen speakers above them, announcing the start 
of the games. Swallowing another rush in adrenaline, Kaz scanned the arena as the countdown 
began. A dusty autumn forest surrounded the cornucopia, stretching tall, rustling trees to the 


edge of a blue sky. There was a fleetingly visible stretch of water behind the middle districts, 


and the forest to its left sloped upwards to rolling hills. Kaz thanked his luck that the terrain 
seemed simple enough; the games during the previous year had been set in a valley cradled by 


towering cliffs of which he couldn’t possibly hope to scale. The countdown was nearing zero. 


Two of the tributes were yelling to each other—a tall girl with brown hair swept over her 
shoulder and a taller boy, both from District 7. Don’t plan aloud, thought Kaz irritably, then the 


final burst of a cannon split the sky. 


The figures surrounding him had become blurs of motion even before its first echo. It felt too 
sudden, too headlong. Was everyone already seated at home? Had everyone gotten their snacks, 


placed their final bets? 


The upper districts were racing to the center, as anticipated, a motion in contrast to the 
scattering pairs of lower districts. Eunice was running for the lake, her cloud of dark hair stark 
in the glaring light. Kaz had already lost sight of his other marks. The tributes were a blight 
now, no more human than the guns that turned on farm animals when their use had run out, 


when their last act of service was to be found on a dinner plate. 


Run, they demanded of him. 


For a moment, Kaz’s body refused to respond to him. He turned sluggishly, muscles in tight 


coils, and then that torrent of adrenaline reached him as he launched himself from the platform. 


He ran for the trees, ignoring his leg and the screams that were already starting behind him. 
There were a few painful seconds of exposure as he sprinted over level grass, then the forest 
welcomed him into its embrace, casting a cool shade over his hurtling form. Twigs cracked and 


splintered beneath his feet, each one too small, too small, too small—there. 


Kaz ducked without breaking his pace, snatching a segment of branch from the forest floor. He 
righted it, testing its weight in his hand. It wasn’t his cane, but it would ease some of the 


pressure from his leg, and he wouldn’t be empty-handed if someone caught up to him. 


A cannon fired in the distance, announcing the first death. Kaz briefly thought of Eunice, of the 
lanky boy from eleven, of the girl from the shadows. Was one of them already dead, trampled 


among the crates of the clearing? 


Kaz ran for several minutes before his leg began to give out. It would be safest to go further but 
he slowed to a limp, moving to the right into the shadow of a large maple. Two cannons had 
sounded since the last one, leaving an eerie silence in their wake, and Kaz quieted his 


movements as he crouched against the tree’s trunk. 


Kaz had never spent much time in the woods, preferring to stick to cobbled streets and the 
human kind of beast. However, one was not raised with annual broadcasts of the games without 
learning basic survival skills, and Kaz knew he was already at a steep disadvantage. Any water 
sources in the vicinity were being claimed by far more able tributes while he rested, and he was 
too inclined for close combat to be skilled at hunting. He had moved without covering his 
tracks, which meant it was only a matter of time before he was found, and realistically, any hope 


of maintaining energy would lie in the supply packs at the center. 

Kaz steeled himself, accepting the bitter truth. The supplies would have to come to him. 

He waited for another minute, letting the pain in his leg subside. Another cannon fired, sealing 
the fate of a fifth tribute. In the residual echo of the blast, he heard it—footsteps, growing 
closer. 

Riches or carnage. He would go out on his own terms. 

Kaz gripped the head of his stick, rising to his feet and listening. There were four, possibly five 
people, and they were speaking quietly, traversing over the dead leaves. In less than a minute, 


they would be on him. 


Kaz’s gaze suddenly shifted to the trunk of the maple—the barest flicker of a shadow, a break in 


the pattern. It was silent above him, but he knew she was there. 


He made the decision to ignore her, locking his senses on the voices approaching him. They had 


reached the point where his steps diverged to the maple. It was time to act. 


In one movement, Kaz stepped around the back of the trunk. It wasn’t enough to get behind 
them, but he would catch them off guard—securing himself the upper hand, at least for the 
moment. The first swing of his stick blissfully made contact with a skull, and the group erupted 


into noise. 


There were five in total; a dark-haired boy at the front whose head he had hit, the female tribute 
from five who had already darted back and dropped into a fighting position, a large boy with 
two knives in his fists, and the tributes from six. It was clear they had followed him, perhaps the 
first upper-district team to have strayed from the bloodlust of the starting circle. Ruthlessness 


was a jarring look on their young features. In another life, they would still be children. 


The boy with the knives ran forward, but Kaz was ready; he ducked out of reach and swung the 
stick into the boy’s side, doubling him over. His steel cane would have broken ribs, but the stick 
merely winded. It was a poor substitute, but like anything else, could be delicately trained to 


cause pain. 


Before the boy could right himself, Kaz had kicked his legs out from under him, slammed an 
elbow into the dark-haired boy’s chest, and brought a foot down on the arm beneath him, 
breaking it. The second it took him to grab the boy’s knife cost him—he took a punch to the 
head that sent stars across his vision, and the boy beneath his feet thrust his other knife into the 
skin of his lower calf. Kaz dodged back, aware of the girl from five circling behind him. He 
spun, grabbing her arm as she lunged with a dagger, using his momentum to flip her to the 
ground. There was no time to dodge the dark-haired boy again, and he took another punch to 
the jaw before righting himself and swinging, first with his stick, then with the knife, and they 
fell back. He stalked forward, gripping the knife the way the Dregs had taught him, ignoring the 
warmth of blood spilling down his leg. The girl from six went down, then the large boy who had 
attempted to stand with his broken arm. Within seconds, Kaz had plunged his knife into the 


boy’s chest. 


“Is this how you fight for scraps in twelve, Brekker?” the dark-haired boy growled. Kaz 
anticipated his lunge, ducked, feinted left, and jammed the stick into a pressure point behind 


his shoulder before cracking his skull with a punch. The boy fell to his knees. 


Kaz was vaguely aware of the tribute from five who had yet to attack again from behind. He 
chanced a look over his shoulder, only to see the girl’s body sprawled between two ferns, the 


clean cut of a knife crossing her throat. As if on cue, a cannon sounded. 


A sudden fist made contact with Kaz’s side, and he reeled back, regaining his footing. He 
dodged a knife hurled by the girl from six but her tribute partner grabbed at his arms, 
attempting to wrangle the knife from him, and Kaz’s senses went haywire. He thrashed against 
the contact, taking several jarring hits before finally succeeding in throwing the boy to the 
ground. His head was pounding now, and his vision was going spotty. In twelve, he had bested 
far more opponents without taking a hit, but these weren’t the starved alleymen of a threadbare 
city; they were Career tributes, strong, well-fed, trained for combat from the moment they could 


stand. 


But he was Kaz Brekker. When he was backed into a corner, he left it stained crimson. 


Kaz let the dark-haired boy jump to his feet, hand clenched around the larger boy’s remaining 
knife. He let him dash forward, flanked by the girl from six, and let their momentum carry them 
too far, maneuvering out of range at the last second. He brought the stick down on the boy’s 
neck and stabbed him cleanly between his ribs, piercing the forest with the sound of his 
screams. The girl swung for his head with a rock, but he was already in counter-motion, slicing 
at her arm and catching the stone as it fell. Within seconds she had crumpled to the ground, and 


her tribute partner lay bleeding out onto the bed of leaves. 


Certain the cameras were on him, Kaz stood tall, slowly wiped the blood from his face as the last 
cannon sounded. His leg was barely holding him, and he felt on the verge of losing 
consciousness, but he had just about single-handedly eliminated a team of the highest scoring 
tributes the games had to offer, including the entirety of District 6. If the viewers wanted a 


moment to remember, this was it. 


He knew his Dregs were watching, that the Slat was undoubtedly thundering with noise. And 
then there were the gamemakers, his poor mentor, the judges who had scored him in the 


training room—he would have paid to witness their faces now. 


Kaz searched the bodies first, unveiling his prizes; three knives in total, a string of bullets, a 
backpack full of medical supplies, four bottles of water, some salted meat, fruit, and a can of 


lentils. He would stay full for days. 


The dagger belonging to the girl from five was missing, along with the small pack she had 
carried. Kaz looked down at her for a moment, analyzing the wound on her throat. She had been 
taken out silently while his back was turned, and no one in front of him had called out in alarm. 
If Kaz had half the amount of subtlety, he could heist the Capitol itself and blame the event on 


ghosts. 


Despite the necessity to rest, Kaz left the bodies behind and headed further from the center, 
moving in a southern direction and hoping for an unoccupied spot to lay low. He was more 
careful about covering his tracks, sticking close to the underbrush and alternating his pace, 
planting his stick on piles of leaves that left little indentation. He had used a strip of bandage 
from the medical pack to hastily cover the wound on his leg and staunch the flow of blood, but 
he could do nothing to stop his throbbing head, and it was possible the cut would need further 


attention if he could manage it. 


The woods were still as Kaz walked on. Every so often he would hear something; a rustle ina 
bush, the skip of a step ahead of him, but it would turn out to be a squirrel scurrying out of his 
path, or a rabbit, its pink nose twitching in the chill. The only creature that made no sound was 


the girl above him. 


She had followed him from the maple tree. Kaz assumed she was traveling lightly from branch 
to branch, deftly avoiding the crunch of leaves below, but he couldn’t be certain. All he knew 
was that she was there, her presence pulling strings at the edge of his consciousness. After a 


while of walking off and on, Kaz couldn’t take the silence anymore. 


“Wraith.” he stopped, gaze fixed ahead. 


There was a pause, not even the sound of a breath or a shift in footing. 


“How did you know?” 


Her voice came from somewhere above his head, though he couldn’t be completely sure of its 


direction. 


“The same way I would know if I had an extra shadow, I suppose.” Kaz said. 


Inej dropped down in front of him without a sound, keeping some distance between them. She 


stood straight, the stolen dagger in her hand. 


“You're from twelve,” she said. “Kaz Brekker.” 


Kaz nodded once. The sun was starting to set, bringing the hint of darkness and the beginning 


of a cold night. 


“The girl from your district was killed.” Inej said hesitantly. “By the boy from four.” 


“Sorry to hear it.” Kaz said. 


Inej studied him carefully. When Kaz moved his stick to take a step forward, her eyes flicked to 


it. 


“You were there during the fight,” said Kaz. “You killed her, but not me. Why?” 


“You never fought during training.” Inej said, thumbing the dagger in her hand. “It made you 


look weak. I overheard the others making plans to go after you.” 


“You were going to help me.” The gears clicked in Kaz’s brain. She had seen his limp, his lack of 


alliances, and felt sorry for him. 
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“I wanted to give you a fighting chance.” Inej said with a quirk to her lips. “Clearly you didn’t 


need one.” 


“Maybe not.” Kaz said evenly. “But I never mind an extra card in my favor. You have an 


invaluable skill for not being seen.” 


“Except by you.” Inej replied. The way she said it was intrigued, almost disbelieving. 


“Except by me.” Kaz said. He leaned on his cane, feeling the press of a chill seeping beneath his 


vest. “While you were up there, did you happen to find us any spots to rest for the night?” 


“You want me to stay?” Inej asked, her expression lightening with surprise. 


“You can help me.” Kaz leveled. “And I can help you. For example, what was in that pack you 


took off the girl from five?” 

Inej shifted, touching the strap of the pack at her shoulder. “A blanket. Rolls of bandages.” 

Kaz unzipped the bag at his right arm, pulling out a water bottle and tossing it to her. She 
caught it easily, eyes flashing with gratitude, and tucked her dagger away to drink. Kaz pulled 
out one of the knives and tossed it as well, watching it land neatly in her other hand. 

“Giving me a weapon.” Inej said with a raised brow, capping the bottle. “Bold.” 

“I choose to believe that I would be face down in a flowerbed by now if you wished to kill me.” 
They spent the night beneath a small outcrop, Inej curled under the blanket and Kaz propped 
against a pack, facing the darkness. The hours passed slowly, silence punctuated only once by a 


single cannon firing, followed immediately by the nightly anthem and death count, as if it had 


been waiting for one last tally. 
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Nine tributes had died on the first day. Districts five and six had been eliminated entirely, their 
images memorialized against the solemn backdrop of the anthem, names lettered in elegant 
silver. The girl from eleven was among the count, and Kaz thought fleetingly of her lanky 
counterpart, the one who had arched his brow before the start of the games. He couldn’t 
remember the name of the boy, but had seen him train; he could work a pair of pistols like no 
other. Kaz could fight, but he was not bulletproof—if by some chance the boy had gotten ahold 


of a gun, his odds had sunk ever closer to the dirt. 


It wasn’t cold enough to freeze, but Kaz did miss the small furnace in his room at the Slat, the 
only place he allowed himself to sleep. He felt that even if he tried, it would be impossible to fall 
asleep without the clatter of people below him, the sound of feet traveling up and down the 
stairs outside his door and steady creaking of plastered walls, and of course the security of locks 
on his door and windows. It was strange to think he had most likely already spent his last 
moments there. The girl beside him breathed softly through the night, but Kaz suspected she, 


too, would not allow herself to drift off. 


When the artificial sun began its ascent in the morning, stirring the birds into quiet song 


around them, Kaz was ready to keep moving. 


They continued south, Kaz in the lead and Inej matching his pace, occasionally disappearing to 
scout the terrain. Kaz couldn’t say that he had a route in mind, or anything more than a vague 
guess at the surrounding areas, but he knew that tributes who stayed in one spot for long, 
especially those with ample food and water, were likely to find themselves thrust into sudden 
danger by the gamemakers. For all he knew, there was a finger poised above a button in the 
Capitol that would release an avalanche in their direction, or a vat of acid directly over his head. 


Anything to keep their prey squirming. 


Morning crawled into midday, and Kaz had the foreboding sense that it had been quiet for too 
long. He began to overanalyze their surroundings, noting the subtle barriers that herded them 
towards an unknown destination—fallen trees, thick brambles, sudden patches of swamp that 
forced them to change course. The gamemakers were instigating, and Kaz had no choice but to 


be led. 
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His suspicions were confirmed shortly after, when Inej murmured a warning from the branches 


above. 


“Ahead.” 


Kaz paused, bracing against the worn handle of his stick. After a moment, he could faintly make 


out voices; it was difficult to tell how many. 


As he listened, the breeze that had been whispering through the woods died down in a hush, 
gradually steadying the leaves around him. Kaz waited for the trilling of birds to take its place in 


the silence, the humming of insects, but it never came. 


All signs of wildlife had gone, though Kaz could not pinpoint exactly when it had happened. A 
feeling of unease settled in his stomach, one that did not have to do with the voices ahead of 
him. His gaze darted to the left and right, scanning the surrounding trees for the gleam of a gun 


barrel, the steel tip of an arrow. Something was off. 


Kaz had known his instincts would give him an edge in the games, sharpened by the watchful 
eyes that had plagued his early days in the Dregs. He knew when he could anticipate an attack, 
whether from the alley grunts looking to knock his cane out from under him and overturn his 
pockets or, once they'd learned better, from the haunts of those he’d brought to ruin. He had 


learned the feeling of observation by a predator, the restless calm before a brutal storm. 


The danger within the arena was not in the presence of an enemy. It was in who—or what—that 


the enemy decided to take its form. 


A sudden scream ripped through the air ahead of him. There was a rustling in the bushes to his 
left at the same moment, a sound like the rattling of death, and Kaz faced it, brandishing his 


knife. 


“Kaz!” Inej shouted from above, horrified, as a monster emerged from the bushes—first spindly 


legs, then enormous black body, then a lethal stinger bared above its head. It had the body of a 
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scorpion scaled to the size of a wolf, hardened shell gleaming with exposed metal, gears ticking 


into place as it found its target. 


Before Kaz could blink it had trampled the underbrush, racing directly towards him. 


Kaz tore his eyes from the creature, hauling up his stick and sprinting in the opposite direction. 
He no longer cared if he encountered the nearby tributes—for all he knew, their bodies were 
already mangled on the forest floor. He ran as fast as he could, bags slamming against his back, 
breath grating in his lungs. The gamemakers were well praised for the horrific creatures they 
conceived each year, each one more revolting than the last, but seeing one in person was seeing 
a nightmare brought to life. Dying to one of these creatures would not be quick; victims were 


often tortured to insanity before death while the cameras continued to roll. 


The ground began to slope downward, becoming rockier and harder to sprint over without 
tripping. Kaz was vaguely aware of a sound to his right, a glimpse of something through the 
trees, but far more attuned to the thing behind him, gaining on him. An uneven drop sent a 
searing burst of pain through his leg, and his stick tumbled to the ground. He would fall if he 


didn’t slow. 


A metallic shriek cut through the air and Kaz looked back to see Inej in the creature’s path, her 
dagger lodged between its eyes. It rounded on her, stinger lashing, but Inej danced out of the 
way and hurled another dagger, one Kaz hadn’t seen before. It struck the creature’s side, 
sending it scuttling backwards, its attention pulled from Kaz. Inej scampered up the side of the 


nearest tree, out of reach, but the scorpion found the tree’s base and began to climb after her. 


Trusting that she would find a way out, Kaz continued downward, avoiding the snag of roots 
and loose rock. He could see a slate of deep gray through the trees ahead. The lake. Perhaps he 


could drown the thing. 


He became more aware of the commotion to his right—someone was matching his race to the 
water. He heard shouting, the rattle of another monster chasing them, and the lash of branches 


behind him. How many of them were there? 
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Kaz zeroed in on the edge of the water, passing thinning trees and earth that gave way to silt. 
He stumbled over the last of the rocks, tossed his bag beside the murky depths of the lake, and 


plunged himself in. 


He was instantly cold, and the filthy taste of mud passed the seal of his lips. Kaz kicked his legs, 
dragging himself through the shallows, letting the weight of his second bag drag him down. His 


eyes stayed shut, body twisting as he sank further. One by one, his muscles grew numb. 


If scorpions could swim, he would find out in a moment. 


Kaz remained under for as long as he could, waiting until his lungs burned for air and his body 
began to float upwards of its own accord. He righted himself, slowly let his head break the film 


of the water’s surface. 


When he opened his eyes he expected to see a black flash of scales waiting at the shore, but he 
was met instead with a blurry shape silhouetted against the treeline, a figure striding through 
the water towards him. Kaz barely had time to take a breath before he was seized and lifted, 


sparks popping across his vision, and large hands constricted around his throat. 


“Matthias!” someone shouted as Kaz choked, his skin revolting from the touch. His hands, 
numbed from the water, struggled to make contact as they splashed backwards, stumbling 
closer to land. Kaz looked wildly to the shore and saw the husk of one of the scorpions, splayed 
on its back in the sand. In front of it was a girl with a tangle of brown hair, and behind her was 


Inej, her knife to the girl’s throat. It was all Kaz could see before his vision swam into shades of 


gray. 


“Matthias!” the girl screamed, and the man—Matthias—finally took notice of the knife to her 
throat. He dropped Kaz into the water, turning his back to him, and Kaz regained his vision 
quickly enough to hook a leg below the man’s knee, topple him to the ground, and grip his head, 


prepared to snap his neck. The girl screamed. 


“No!” Inej called, and Kaz looked up. The girl in her hold was gasping for breath, her chin raised 


against the blade of the knife. She looked on the verge of tears. Inej was looking at the boy in 


15 


apprehension as he remained still beneath Kaz. He seemed unwilling to fight if it meant the girl 


would be harmed. 


The two were the tributes from seven, the northernmost district that supplied the Capitol with 
lumber. They were the pair who had been arguing as the countdown to the games began. Kaz 
knew little about them aside from their strengths he had gathered during training; they were 
both strong, but Matthias was a tank. The girl had been a Healer, so she was well versed in 


medicine and plant properties. 


“Let him go,” the girl pleaded. “Let him go—please. We won't hurt you.” 


Before Kaz could assess this pitiful deal, they heard footsteps pounding down the hill, thrashing 
through the brush to Kaz’s left. Inej spun with her captive, facing the woods as two figures 
skidded onto the spit of gravel, the one in front swinging two pistols from his belt and leveling 
them—one pointed at Inej and the other at Kaz and Matthias. It was the shooter from District 


11. 


A silence stretched between them all as the boy caught his breath, holding the guns steady. It 
was a strange sight indeed—Kaz and Inej holding two tributes within an inch of their lives, both 
at the mercy of a third. All of them were beaten and bloody, winded from their fight with the 


monsters. Kaz’s head was throbbing more severely with each long second that passed. 


“Nina,” Matthias said, his voice low with disgust. “The impostor.” 


It was then that Kaz noticed the tribute behind eleven, a shorter boy with his brows drawn in 
confusion. He had a scuffed head of brown hair that was likely a lighter color when it was free of 
dirt, and his hand was clenched around a small device that blinked a miniscule green light. Kaz 
checked his mental list of the tributes’ strengths and weaknesses—the boy could fiddle with 
machines, but was utterly useless otherwise. Despite being from one of the upper districts, he 


oddly lacked the build of a Career. 


“Impostor?” Kaz’s voice scraped from his throat. 
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“The kid,” Nina panted. “He’s not one of us. He’s from the Capitol.” 


“Impossible.” Inej said. 


“His father is a gamemaker.” Matthias shifted in Kaz’s hold, and Kaz suppressed the urge to 
shove him away. “Jan Van Eck. He may have designed the demons that just tried to kill us. The 


Capitol is toying with us, sending one of their own in here. Those guns should be on him.” 


“Wylan did not design the games,” the boy from eleven spoke through gritted teeth. “He was 


taken from District 3 like the rest of us.” 


“Why would a gamemaker allow his own son to be Reaped?” Inej asked, and Kaz’s eyes flicked 
to her loosening hold on Nina. He had not been planning on sparing the tributes from seven, 
especially after Matthias’ show of strength, but Inej had saved his life multiple times now and it 
was clear that his survival now depended on sustaining her trust. There was also the intrigue of 
the tributes around them—Matthias’ accusations about the dirty-haired boy in particular had 


captured his interest. 


“I was born in the Capitol,” Wylan finally spoke up, drawing their eyes to him. He took a 
tremorous breath. “I lived there until I was fifteen. I was taught science and engineering, but I 
didn’t want to train under my father. I didn’t want any of it. I spent a few months attempting to 
sabotage his work, but I was caught and just barely managed to escape to District 3. When no 
one came after me I assumed I was in the clear, but my father had decided that hunting me 
down wasn’t enough. I had humiliated him. He wanted to prove the renouncement of his son to 
the Capitol, trap me in the competition I had always hated. So he asked District 3 for a special 


favor.” Wylan’s jaw set. “Involving the Reaping. And my name.” 
Kaz glanced to the surrounding trees, wondering if Jan Van Eck was listening. He was certain 
the cameras had cut away when Wylan’s lineage was mentioned, sparing the Capitol from an 


uproar. The Reaping was meant to be fair on all counts. 


“That’s horrid.” Nina said after a pause. 
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Matthias was still scrutinizing the boy, but he relented, “If it’s true, he is very brave.” 


If it is true, he might be the most valuable ally in all of Panem, Kaz thought, but he kept quiet. 


“Listen,” said the shooter, eyeing them warily. “As much as I would love to have this 


conversation with our lives on the line, I believe all of us here are in dire need of allies.” 


There was a moment of unease as his words sank in. Kaz was sure the others, like him, had been 
told that their chances without a team were abysmal, but a beat of hesitation passed between 
them all. Alliances were formed through pleasantries in the training room, not knee-deep in 
bloodied water and at gunpoint. Nina bit her lip, looking weakly at Matthias. Inej looked to Kaz, 


waiting for his call. 


When Kaz’s mentor had goaded him to join a team, he had envisioned a ring of hulking Careers 
dictating his moves, each anticipating the moment they could slit his throat while he slept. It 


was the reason he had sworn them off before the games. 


The tributes around him, however, did not fit the mold. They were a poster for the downtrodden 
of Panem, faces twisted with distrust and desperation that almost endearingly reminded him of 
the Dregs. He knew any one of them could turn on him for any number of reasons, but they each 
possessed skills that Kaz’s leadership experience itched to make use of; Nina’s healer’s training, 
Matthias’ strength, Wylan’s knowledge, Inej’s precision, and the steady aim of the gunslinger. It 
was as if he had been handed a uniquely tailored crew for a heist. Perhaps Kaz’s routinely 


plummeting luck had begun to take a turn for the better. 


Kaz nodded to Inej, so slightly it can’t have been visible to anyone else. She nodded as well, 
releasing Nina at the same time that Kaz let go of Matthias, moving swiftly out of his range on 


the chance he tried anything. The man lurched to his feet, and both Wylan and his companion 
edged back. 


“If it helps you reach a decision,” the tall boy said gravely, holding his position, “Wylan knows 


every wire and every bit of code in those blasted scorpions and anything else that might be 
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thrown our way. He knows their weaknesses. And if he dies, he’s told me everything, so you will 


need me as a precaution.” 

Wylan seemed about to protest at that, but closed his mouth. Matthias gave no assent but began 
to trudge to the water’s edge with a thunderous frown on his face, looking as cold and sodden as 
Kaz felt. 

“Why should we trust you?” questioned Nina, mopping strands of hair from her face. 


It was clear the shooter hadn’t thought that far. He cast his eyes to the sky. 


“Because if I don’t kill you now, I’m risking my own neck as well.” Possibly realizing that 


sounded more untrustworthy, he added “And if it matters, you have my word.” 

“Fantastic,” said Nina. “If it matters, I have a twelve-course meal in my pockets.” 

“You have a choice,” the return of Kaz’s voice seemed to startle them. “Between facing the 
Careers with one of us at your back or five. It’s the difference between joining the sitting 
pigeons of the arena or the crows that pick them off. If you’d like to be the one who still has a 
future, I’d recommend investing in it.” 

Nina gave him a calculating look. 

“Precisely,” the shooter said uncomfortably. “Also, if you didn’t know, five of our deadliest 
tributes were lifted from the same spot at the start of the games, and if I were you, I wouldn’t 
want to be caught alone with the team responsible for that.” 


“That was Kaz.” Inej said. “Alone.” 


Kaz was almost amused by the instant wide-eyed looks that were turned to him. Exactly what he 


needed. In that instant, Inej had secured his team. 


Matthias muttered something that sounded vaguely like the northern word for demon. 
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The shooter cleared his throat. “All the more reason to join your crows. Jesper Fahey, at your 


service.” 


Kaz met Jesper’s eyes, searching for deceit. If there was any, it was well hidden. He nodded. 


“Kaz Brekker.” 


Matthias had reached land at last and silently wrenched his knife from the scorpion’s disfigured 
flesh, returning it to a sheathe on his side pack. At the comfort that the man wasn’t about to 
charge him, Jesper finally lowered his pistols. Kaz surveyed the rest of the crew, meeting the 


eyes he could see, holding himself steady. 


“Before we continue,” he said, commanding attention, “I need to know that everyone is in on 
this. There will be no double-crossing, no underhanding, no actions that jeopardize the group. I 
do not care what your personal motives are; for now, our goal is to survive. If we make it to the 
final six, that will be the time to discuss what happens next. Until then, if one of us dies, the rest 


pick up the slack. Do we have a deal?” 


It was disconcerting to hear, particularly from a man standing in lakewater, but Kaz received 


slow nods all around. 


“We expect the same from you,” Nina said with a hard look. 


“Of course.” Kaz smiled thinly and followed Matthias’ path. Water still ran in rivulets down his 
back, and his mind jumped to the night ahead. If the gamemakers dropped the temperature 
below freezing, he and Matthias would definitely need dry clothes. Perhaps he could risk a fire, 


now that his party had grown. 


He passed Inej and Nina, found the bags he had flung to the water’s edge and the string of 
bullets in the inside pocket. There were only five, gleaming gold and bearing the small insignia 


of the Capitol. 
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“Jesper,” Kaz said, and the shooter’s long shadow appeared beside him. “Your confidence is 


astounding, but you'll need these if you’d like to be of use.” 


Wylan gave Jesper a sharp look, and Jesper glanced incredulously down at his pistols. He 
accepted the bullets with a mumbled thanks, seamlessly loading one, then the other. There was 


no way to tell from the outside if they were loaded. 


“How did you know?” Jesper’s eyes narrowed. 


“When you flinched away from Matthias,” Nina interjected, picking her way over the rocks. 


“You moved your arms back to shield yourself with them instead of holding your aim.” 


Kaz nodded, taking note of Nina’s intuition. The sounds of nature had returned to the forest, 
birds twittering as if satiated with the turn of events, and Kaz wondered what would have 
happened if he and the tributes around him had commenced with the fight to the death the 
gamemakers had surely hoped for. They would get it, eventually, and Kaz was sure it was the 
only thought preventing the gamemakers from sending a second attack. A fight between allies 


always entertained better than one between strangers. 


As he secured his bag of food over his shoulder, Kaz sent a last cursory glance around the 
perimeter of the lake. It was larger than he had expected, many miles long and lapping gently 
against a wooded shoreline at every turn. It seemed no different from the lakes in the forests 
outside his district, but there was no telling what might be lurking in the depths at the center. 
On the far end, the trees thinned into a distant clearing which Kaz recognized as the starting 
circle. He guessed that many tributes had headed North at the start, scattered and lying low 


amidst forested hills. It was still unknown territory to himself and Inej. 


“We'll go North,” Kaz directed the others. “If we head to higher ground, we can see if anyone 


has made camp at the Cornucopia.” 


“Others will start to die off.” Matthias said, his accent thickening his words. “We shouldn’t go 


looking for them.” 
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“We won't.” Kaz said. “We’ll remain close in the case of a feast but not draw attention to 
ourselves, and wait for the other teams to thin out. If anyone is hoarding supplies, we'll be the 


first with a plan once they’re taken out.” 


Inej nodded, already heading for the trees. It took a moment for the rest to make the same path, 
too proud or too cautious to follow orders the moment they’re given. No matter; Kaz would earn 


their trust. 


They walked for some time, staying on the flatter terrain deeper in the forest but catching 
glimpses of the lake at regular intervals. Kaz took the lead, his clothes advancing from soaked to 
an uncomfortable dampness and his new cane, fashioned from an oak, crunching quietly among 
the leaves. Inej cropped up at his side when she wasn’t shadowing the others, once retying the 
coil of dark hair that hung between her shoulders. Nina and Matthias talked quietly behind him 
—or rather, Nina whispered and Matthias gave occasional grunts of acknowledgement. Jesper 
and Wylan took the rear, the shorter boy squinting in the broken sunlight and tripping over 


roots with the dedication only a boy raised in luxury could muster. 


They shared information—stiltedly, and with hesitation, but information nonetheless. Kaz 
learned that Jesper’s father awaited his return with a declining farm business, and that the 
device Wylan carried was a small explosive he had assembled from the components of a 
handheld flare. He had nearly died at the hands of three separate Careers in the first few 


minutes before Jesper and his remarkably empty guns had taken pity on him. 


They also learned that Matthias had volunteered after Nina’s name was called, not to save the 


poor boy who had been Reaped but to enter the games alongside her. 


“An absolutely idiotic decision,” Nina glowered when the subject was mentioned, scuffing the 


ground with her boot. “Truly stupid.” 


“It’s not stupid,” Matthias said. “I could not take her place, so I vowed to protect her.” 
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Kaz had noticed that their bond ran deeper than the others, deeper than could be explained by 
entering from the same district. He had seen it before, those who entered the arena to keep a 


family member or lover alive, and he had watched each and every one end in devastation. 


“Was there no world where I would come home to you?” pain soured Nina’s words. “You 


couldn’t imagine I would survive, so you doomed us both?” 


Matthias shook his head. “If you did not, I couldn’t have lived with myself knowing I could have 


done something.” 


“At least you would have lived.” Nina said quietly. 


“Stop that,” Jesper said sullenly, “You'll make me cry.” 


“No one is crying,” Kaz limped ahead of them, televised screams replaying in his head. 


Along with stories, they shared supplies—once again with reluctance, and Kaz suspected a few 
of them were hiding something in the recesses of their packs, but they managed to procure a 
decent meal for the evening and enough water to last them at least a day more. When they had 
nearly reached the northern peak of the lake, Kaz contended that they rest for the night ina 
shaded clearing, delegating Jesper and Wylan to gather firewood and Matthias to set up the 


single tent he had stowed away. 


He knew he should be sending Inej to scout their surroundings, venture as far as she dared to 
ensure no tributes were closeby, but he had noticed her slowing her steps, blinking quickly to 
keep herself alert. Kaz had trained himself to function without sleep, but he knew the crash of 
exhaustion had already struck her, and he could not rely on her help if he demanded too much at 


once. 


He turned to find her, perhaps to tell her he would take the first watch, but she had disappeared 


—there one minute, gone the next. She had gone to scout the terrain without being asked. 
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A single cannon fired just before the night closed in. It caused them all to pause, looking to the 
sky as if they could chase its echoes to the source. With this new death and the six of them 


together, it left eight tributes against them; just three more than Kaz had taken out alone. 


For the first time, Kaz entertained the idea that he might survive—that he would somehow 
outsmart the games, an undertaking he had always dreamed of as a child, and return to his 
district with more riches than the claws of twelve had ever seen. He would have enough to 
transform the Barrel into a functional city, a machine whose cogs would answer to him. It would 


become his kingdom. 


He imagined his welcome, the roaring party that would kick up in the Slat, the claims that they 
had always known Dirtyhands would be the one to do it, the Barrel’s very own. Kaz could see it 


in an instant, so vividly that his heart thumped with anticipation. 


Inej reappeared beside him, as silent as a thought, and Kaz was reminded of what laid in the 


way of that fantasy. When the time came, he would need to slaughter the ones he had spared. 


Don’t think too far ahead, Kaz told himself. He would do what had to be done. 


“Tent is for us,” Matthias gestured to himself and Nina when it was assembled, a small gray 


thing with netted windows. “There is only room for one more.” 


“Inej,” Kaz nodded in her direction. Inej gave him a grateful look, likely remembering the cold 
of the night before. By the time Jesper had struck a fire in the makeshift pit he’d constructed 


with Wylan, Inej was a blanketed lump in the tent’s far corner. 


Kaz left his boots next to the fire along with Matthias’. They had made the entire journey from 
the lake with their shoes entirely waterlogged, and it was a relief to feel dry again. Though the 
fire was certainly a hazard, their position and their numbers would reduce the chances of an 


attack. 


Kaz remained awake despite this, silencing the need for sleep that tugged at him persistently. 


He sat upright, watching the fire flick into open air and listening to Jesper and Wylan converse 
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and argue interchangeably. They had agreed to keep the first watch, planning to wake Matthias 
and Nina after a few hours and Kaz in the morning. He was meant to be sleeping, but couldn’t 


bring himself to close his eyes. 


Some time later in the night, the sound of voices died off altogether. Jesper had failed to stay 


awake, slumped with his back to a log. 


Expecting to see a similar display from Wylan, Kaz instead found the boy with his knees drawn 
up, staring into empty air, his face traced in fireligh. His features had shifted, both smoothing 


into the canvas of youth and hardening with a look that Kaz could only describe as plagued. 


When Wylan noticed that Kaz was awake, he shifted, an earnestness coming over him. His 


mouth opened and closed before forming a frown, glancing anxiously away. 


The boy was still holding his homemade explosive, clenched in one slender hand. He fidgeted 


with it, the silence stretching on. Kaz waited, watching Jesper’s chest rise and fall with breath. 


“I need you to know something.” Wylan turned back to him, swallowing against a lump in his 


throat. “You'll need to know if... if we're going to work together.” 


Kaz nodded, waiting a short while before Wylan could begin again. This time he cleared his 


throat, speaking loud enough for anyone in the vicinity to hear if they were listening. 


“It’s about my father,” Wylan said, and Kaz’s brows twitched upwards. He knew instantly what 
Wylan was doing; cutting the cameras off of them. Wylan waited a moment, then leaned 


forward, tense with concentration. 


“I need you to know,” Wylan started, and then he stopped. He breathed a word that Kaz couldn't 


make out. 


Kaz shook his head, leaning forward as well. Between the crackle of flames, the sluggishness of 


his sleep-deprived brain, Kaz caught the first word. They. 
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Wylan whispered another word. He continued, Kaz just barely catching them. 


Won't. Let. 


Jesper shifted in his sleep, causing Wylan to jump. With another hurried glance away, he 


mouthed the last two. 


Me. Live. 


Realization sunk in and Kaz sat back, eyes drifting to the blackness around them. It was a 
simple truth, one he had overlooked, and he felt at once the chasm of emptiness that Wylan had 


been sitting with moments before. 


No matter what came to pass in the games, Wylan would not survive. He had been cheated into 
the arena for the single purpose to appease his father’s wish for a spectacle. Jan Van Eck would 
never risk that information getting out. Even if he survived to the final two, the gamemakers 


would kill him. 


The purpose for Wylan’s message was also clear, especially as his gaze moved pointedly to 
Jesper, then to the nearby tent where the others slept. He might not have made peace with his 
death, but he was willing to weaponize it for their safety. If Kaz needed a sacrifice, if he needed 


to lose one to keep the others alive, Wylan would be the first to go. 


It was an indescribable amount of bravery for one who appeared so helpless. Not for the first 
time, Kaz felt a searing wish for ruin on the Capitol—not just the Capitol but everyone eho 
upheld it, those who sat docile at their screens in anticipation for the next death. The ones who 
coerced children like himself into monsters and the rest to beasts for slaughter. The ones who 


would murder their own sons and cleave endless families apart. 


He did not say this to Wylan. Instead he gave a nod. Understood. Wylan nodded back in relief. 


When Kaz finally allowed himself to drift off, one hand against the knife in the lining of his vest, 


he left the boy still upright, staring subdued into the dying flames. 
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The morning dawned slowly and unimpeded, a garish opening on a mockingly beautiful day. 
Kaz had his group moving within the first hour of light, leaving little trace of their encampment 
and continuing northwest. Between Kaz’s leg, the tangle of underbrush, and the small party he 
led, they made very slow progress, but progress nonetheless. If he had judged his distances 
correctly, they would soon be rounding the lake’s northern end and nearing the Cornucopia, 


where he would seek out the closest high ground. 


“We'll need to find a water source by tonight.” Kaz commented later as he finished one of their 


dwindling supply of water bottles. “And some form of food before tomorrow.” 


“Will there be anything left at the Cornucopia?” Nina asked. 


Kaz glanced to the right, met Jesper’s grim expression. The lack of deaths over the past two days 
painted a very logical conclusion; when supplies weren’t being fought over, actively trading 
hands, they were being hoarded. It wouldn’t be out of the question for most of the eight 
remaining tributes to have formed their own alliance, sitting on the Cornucopia’s supplies and 


waiting to draw the six of them out. 


Matthias said, “I can hunt.” 


“As can I,” said Nina. 


Kaz shook his head. “We can’t become self-sufficient. The gamemakers will target us, either 


with an attack or by driving us out with drought. We hunt as a last resort.” 


“They could have destroyed what wasn’t taken at the start,” Wylan spoke from Kaz’s left. “Some 
of the gamemakers prefer tributes to live off the land. A decade ago they allowed just enough 


supplies to last everyone a day and blew up the starting circle.” 


“I think we would recognize the sound of a square mile of land being blown to bits,” said Jesper 


wryly. 
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“I just mean—oh.” 


Kaz had just moved aside a copse of leaves, revealing what looked to be a sea of green through 
the trees ahead. He trudged forward, squinting to discern what it really was—a field of pale 
grass, stretching about a hundred feet from the treeline. It curved downward to their left, 
connecting with a second large clearing and giving them a clear view of the arena and the 
starting circle. A scattering of picturesque clouds floated in the sky above, and a warm gust of 


wind rippled through the bowed grass towards them. 


In silent awe, they stepped out into the field and took in the unobstructed view. The chill of the 
morning had dissipated and it was hotter with the sun warming their skin, slowly removing 
some of the ache from their journey. The Cornucopia was visible, a small mass at the center of a 
circular clearing, and a few crates were indeed gathered in a small pile at the lip, surrounded by 
what looked like poorly concealed bear traps. There was a figure moving near it, but no others 
Kaz could make out; half of the circle lay behind the tops of trees. He studied the blurry figure 
in the hopes of determining their possible district, but they were too far away. Of the eight 
tributes that remained, at least five were Careers. District one still remained, and Wylan’s 
partner from district three who had abandoned him at the game’s start. Districts four and nine, 


he believed, were also still standing. 


“We're exposed,” Kaz said after a moment. He turned to see Inej smiling, shielding her eyes 


from the sun, her bronze skin glowing. 


“It’s beautiful,” she said, turning to look at the others. 


“It’s fake,” Jesper said simply. A bead of sweat was traveling down his forehead. “Still gorgeous 


though.” 


“If we move further out, we can probably see more of the Cornucopia,” Wylan said, already 
starting off across the grass. Kaz remained still for a moment as the others followed, his eyes 
traveling along the nearby treeline. It would be easy for someone to attack from the shelter of 


the trees, particularly if they had long-distance weapons. The same feeling of unease sparked up 
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from the back of his mind the longer he stood there, and Kaz opened his mouth to call them 


back when he heard Nina’s shout of surprise. 


They were clustered towards the center of the grassy expanse, staring down into what looked 
like a thin strip of dirt that traveled the length of the field. Kaz compliantly headed towards 
them, his eyes on the phenomena, and he watched as it slowly deepened as it came into view. 
The dirt was not flat on the ground as he had previously thought—it was a crevice, some parts 
wide enough to fall through and deeper than any Kaz had seen. He approached the edge with 
hesitation, peering in. It was all solid rock, jagged edges to the bottom. A fall from their height 
would kill. 


“We need to leave,” Kaz said. His gloved hands twitched, and he made to step away. The feeling 


that someone could push him over at any moment was not a welcome one. 


“Wait—there’s something down there.” Nina said, peering further down the ravine. “Someone’s 


put something at the bottom.” 

“It’s supplies,” Wylan said, hurrying along the edge. “Look—bags, and weapons—” 

Kaz followed the others, glancing back to the bottom of the crevice. In the direct center, nearly 
fifty feet down, a few black bags had been meticulously placed along with an assortment of 
weapons and a small object on top that glinted in the light. 

“It could be a trap,” Inej said, straightening to scan their surroundings. 


“How could anyone get down there?” Jesper asked. “Let alone climb back up?” 


It truly did seem impossible. The rock was smooth and sharp, leaving little room for handholds 


or any place to secure a rope. Only someone highly trained could attempt the climb. 


“We'll leave it.” Kaz decided briskly. “We have enough food and weapons for now.” 
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But as he looked again, his eyes fell on the object sitting atop the bags. It had two circles of 


glass embedded to the front, crinkled fabric and an almost skull-like appearance. A gas mask. 


The sun beat down, and Kaz had the vague feeling that the gamemakers were turning the heat 
up at an unnatural rate. He leaned against his stick, eyes tracing the small mask, sorting 


through several consecutive thoughts as they occurred. 

The supplies had clearly been placed before the games’ start, left as a temptation for the tributes 
who were desperate for subsistence. There was almost no chance that someone would be able to 
reach them—and yet, it was known that Inej would be in the games, the rival to gravity itself. 
The gas mask, plain and unassuming, had been displayed there for a reason, and Kaz was willing 
to bet that reason would come whether they retrieved it or not. He stood no chance against 
chemical warfare. None of them did, without the object nearly fifty feet below them. 

The others seemed to have had similar thoughts to his own. Nina turned to him, her voice low. 
“Do you think... the gas mask...” 

“We might need it.” Jesper followed. 

Wind rushed past them, emitting a snakelike sound as it whistled through the crevice. 

Kaz exhaled. “It’s possible.” 

“T think we will,” Wylan said slowly. “The gamemakers have worked on deadly gasses before. 
They have machines that can create fog out of any chemical they want. They’ve always allowed 
tributes to outrun it, but... if it’s there...” 

Kaz glanced around them again, feeling his hands grow clammy beneath his gloves. The others 
looked to him, waiting for his call. He thought of an impenetrable wall of poisonous fog 


cascading through the arena towards them. 


“Inej,” he said. “Can you do it?” 
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Inej rolled her shoulders, analyzing the fissure. Her eyes ran over every crack, every small chip 
in the rock that would seem arbitrary to anyone else. She stood for a long moment, then turned 


to Kaz. “Yes.” 


It was a test of true bravery. If she lost her grip, made even a single mistake on the descent or 


return, she would be impaled on the jagged rocks or meet the ground at the bottom. 


“We don’t have any rope.” Nina said in a worried tone. “Maybe... if I look for a vine?” 


“There’s no time,” Inej said, smoothing her hair away from her face. “And it wouldn't help.” She 
knelt at the edge of the precipice, slowly flexing her fingers, and with a fluid movement, hoisted 
herself over the edge and hung suspended in the air. Kaz felt his muscles tighten involuntarily 

and turned away, his eyes once again on the trees. He would keep watch until she made her way 


back. 


Kaz let Inej begin her descent behind him, taking her time to work as carefully as possible, and 
moved his gaze to the Cornucopia. It was easier to see from their position in the field, but no 
easier to tell how many resided there. The figure he had noticed earlier was still there, lounging 
atop a supply crate and sharpening a long weapon. Kaz memorized the layout, the position of 


the supplies, its proximity to the lake and the hills to its right. 


It took just a moment, just a second too long of Kaz’s inattention for something to happen. A 
whizzing sound, nearly inaudible, then the thud of an arrow making contact behind him. Kaz 
spun, seeing Nina’s look of horror at the arrow embedded in Matthias’s pack—inches from his 
skin. 


> 


“Get down!” Jesper shouted, and they hit the ground in unison as a second arrow whizzed 
through the air where his head had just been. Kaz’s thoughts ran wild, cursing their nonexistent 
plan, their complete lack of refuge, Inej trapped below them. He looked up, quickly spotting 


their attackers. 
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Both tributes from District 9 were crouched at the tree’s edge, the female tribute fitting a third 
arrow into a bow and drawing back, aiming for Kaz. Next to them was Donovan, the male 
tribute from District 4 whom Kaz had kept a close eye on in the training room. He was both 
strong and cunning, and he and his tribute partner Igraine had finished among the highest in 


the training scores. 


The third arrow flew; Kaz threw himself into a roll, hearing it thud into the ground next to his 
ear. His instincts urged him to run, but he wasn’t in the Barrel—there were no alleyways to slip 


into, no city streets to play conduit to his skills. It was time for his crew to prove their worth. 


“Jesper,” Kaz said sharply. From the corner of his eye he saw the shooter rise, the flip of a pistol, 
and a shot rang through the field, followed by a shout. Before the girl from nine hit the ground, 


her teammates were charging. 


Kaz hauled himself to his feet, ripping his knife from its sheath, ears pricking at the sound of 


feet sprinting through the grass—not from ahead, but behind him. 


He had no time to call a warning. He dodged on instinct, and the blade aimed for his back sliced 
through empty air. Igraine, the second tribute from four, had not been missing; she had skirted 
the edge of the field to rush them from behind. While they had wasted time debating over the 


ravine, an unseen team had been corralling them into the field. 


The crack of Jesper’s pistol rang out again, and Kaz could only hope it found its mark. It was 
clear he couldn’t take his eyes off of Igraine, not even for a second. She pitched forward like a 
ship in a storm, her movements wild, her blades hunting mercilessly for Kaz’s skin. He could 
only dodge back, praying a stray footfall wouldn’t send him into the crevice below. The others 
were fighting behind him, their shots and choked screams drowned out by his focus, his 
heartbeat in his ears. Kaz’s stick, too slow to be of use, was suddenly a hindrance; he let it drop 


underfoot. Igraine swung again and again, forcing Kaz back, moving too quickly— 


He saw an opening, catching her wrist in a gloved hand and wrestling for the knife. She threw 


her weight into him, countering his strength and flipping it, forcing it closer to his chest. There 
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was a moment of struggle, Kaz’s leg shaking with pain as he pushed back. If it chose now to give 


out from under him, he would be impaled on the blade. 


Igraine’s face was a mask of rage. She saw nothing but a dead man before her, a means to an 


end, as if it weren’t personal. 


It’s always personal, Kaz thought, an unwelcome memory sparking at the thought. He jammed the 
pressure point in Igraine’s hand, causing her to loosen her grip, but he was forced to dodge her 
second knife, and the first tumbled to the grass. Regaining her footing, Igraine lunged again, 
but Kaz leapt to the side, just barely catching sight of the others. The tribute from nine was 
down, but Donovan was still standing. If he moved Igraine further—if he got the two of them 


together— 


The tip of Igraine’s blade grazed his ribs, but Kaz managed to counter with his own knife, 
catching her shoulder and causing her to fall back. He circled to face the others and Igraine 
followed, now nearly back-to-back with Donovan. The man was fighting Matthias and Nina at 
the same time, blood streaming from a bullet wound in his arm. Jesper had been knocked down 
a few yards away, but Wylan was rushing up behind the others, ready to assist. Kaz caught the 
boy’s eye and raised two fingers in a salute—the signal they had agreed on. His large eyes 


widened. 


“Stand back!” Wylan shouted to the others. Matthias quickly hurled Donovan to the ground, 


stumbling several paces back with Nina. He threw out his arm, shielding her. 


Wylan threw the bomb at the same moment that Igraine pulled a dagger from her vest, locking 
eyes on Kaz’s throat. Her arm raised, face streaked in dirt and blood, but the device struck the 


ground between her and Donovan before the dagger had left her hand. 


Kaz turned away, the sound instantly deafening, force slamming into his back. The bomb 
packed more punch than he had expected. He nearly fell, ears clanging with the sound. An 
image flashed into his mind—Inej, making the climb back up the crevice, losing her grip with 


the force of the explosion. Her body plummeting. 
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Kaz let the smoke clear while he slowly regained his breath. He found his stick amidst the grass 
and returned it to his side, checking to be sure his team hadn’t been caught in the blast. Wylan 


remained standing, blood trickling from his nose, Nina and Matthias beside him. 


Donovan’s body had landed near them in a heap of burnt limbs. His form was unmoving, 


exposed skin souring Kaz’s stomach. Igraine lay closeby, her chest heaving, but she did not get 


up. 


Kaz limped forward a step, and his eyes darted to a sudden movement just beyond the settling 


dust. 


It unfolded in seconds. Jesper’s body, unconscious, the tribute from nine poised above him, a 


machete swinging in a graceful arc down— 
Before Kaz could move, an object struck the back of the tribute’s head. It was a fatal blow; the 
boy keeled over, his weapon falling limply to the side. Kaz looked in the direction the dagger 


was thrown from, and the last of the tension unwound from his chest in a single breath. 


Inej was climbing to her feet, her clothes streaked with dirt, the ends of her hair lifting in the 


breeze. 


“Jesper?” she ran to him, knelt at his side. 


“He’s okay,” Wylan said. “Got knocked out. He’s breathing.” 


“She did it,” Nina said breathlessly. Her eyes were on the edge of the ravine, where a single bag 


and the crumpled gas mask lay waiting for them. 


Inej had made the climb, hauled herself up an impossible surface while a battle waged over her 


head, and still managed to join them in time to save Jesper’s life. 


“I couldn’t carry it all.” Inej said apologetically, gesturing to the bulging pack. “I filled it as 


much as I could.” 
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Kaz wanted to tell her that she should not apologize; that she had defied all odds, that she was 
extraordinary, and that if he could bet on any of them after this moment, he would bet on her. 
Instead he nodded curtly, limping closer to Igraine’s bloodied form. A strangled sound came 
from her as he approached. She was badly wounded, but alive. Wylan let out a soft groan, 
turning away from her and Donovan, and Kaz had the sense that the boy had just killed for the 


first time. 


He looked down at the girl. She was close to death, breath rattling in her lungs and her face 
shining with small, silvery tears. He knelt over her, lifted his knife and hovered its point over 


her chest. She made no move to stop him. 


The others were conversing over Jesper, so they didn’t notice his moment of hesitation. 


Kaz had only ever seen a madness like hers among the Career tributes. It was the only way they 
knew. She was a force that would destroy anything and everything for praise, for 
acknowledgement, for her short life to fulfill some semblance of a purpose. Perhaps just to 
know that she had not yet failed to do so. Distantly, Kaz wondered what would happen if she 
and the rest of the world’s weapons ever turned their sights away from their equals, targeted the 


Capitol instead, the ones who puppeteered it all. Would he be among them? 


Igraine’s narrow, pained face reminded him of his own. She could have been his sister. Her eyes 


moved to the knife, then past it, to the sky. 


“For Panem,” she said, staring glassy-eyed into the unseen lens of a camera. “For the strength of 


the Capitol. It will not die with me.” 
Kaz’s face twisted in disgust, and he drove the knife home. 
When Jesper awoke several minutes later, groaning and clutching his head, he was met with 


immediate expressions of relief from the others, and a less enthusiastic comment from Kaz that 


they needed to get moving. Nina helped him up, attesting that he had suffered a hard blow but 
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would recover. Donovan had knocked him out just before he could put a bullet through his 


skull. 


“Tve only got two left,” Jesper said grimly, loading both guns and slotting them back into their 
holsters. Two bullets, four tributes remaining. There would need to be some mathematical 


improvisation, but Kaz believed it could be done. 


The rest of them were faring better, though not by much. Nina, Matthias, and Kaz had all 
sustained injuries from their close combat with the tributes from four. Inej’s bare arms were 
nearly scraped raw from her climb, and her muscles slacked with exhaustion. It was clear, 
though, that her efforts had been necessary; she had stuffed the large pack with seven bottles of 
water, a folded tarp that filled a fourth of its space, various containers of medicine, a set of 
daggers, and enough food to last them at least a day more. Kaz had tucked the gas mask, both 
foreboding and comforting in itself, into his own bag, despite uneasy looks from the others. He 
knew what they were thinking—if a chemical weapon presented itself, he would use the mask 


on himself. He did not refute it. Now was not the time for chivalry. 


Four cannons had gone off, one for each of the sprawled tributes around them, but the 
hovercrafts had yet to appear to retrieve the bodies. It was enough for Kaz to force his leg into 
motion, leading his party off of the bloodied field into the relief of the forest. Consecutive 
cannons were known to send remaining tributes out hunting for the weakened survivors of a 


fight, and he did not intend to be caught without cover again. 
“I can’t believe we just did that,” Jesper huffed as they forged a path through the trees. “It’s like 
the saints of tired legs were watching. They had every advantage over us, and somehow we're still 


walking.” 


“We ended the fight by blowing up our enemies,” Matthias said disheartedly. “There is no honor 


in that.” 


“Next time, we'll be sure to leave you to a virtuous death,” Kaz muttered. 


“It’s different for you,” said Matthias. “You do not know honor.” 
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Kaz’s lip quirked. “I know of it.” 


“They would have done the same to us, Matthias, if they had the chance,” Nina said. “It was a 


fair fight. I, for one, am more than happy to be indebted to our Career.” 


“Tm not a Career,” Wylan grumbled. He grimaced as his hair snagged on a passing twig. “In 
fact, all the male Careers of three were paid off by my dear father to keep them from 
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volunteering. 


“Lucky us that he did.” Jesper said. “Those brutes from four were horrifying. I don’t think I’ve 


ever wanted to blow someone up more.” 


“It was the terrain that impaired us the most,” Kaz contended. “If we had caught them off guard, 
or surrounded them as they did us, we would have had the chance to find their weaknesses 


before the fight. Instead, we were ambushed.” 


“Are we sure they had weaknesses?” Jesper huffed. 


“Everyone does,” said Kaz. “Igraine displaced her focus onto the fight in front of her, and would 
have been vulnerable against multiple opponents. Donovan was going for strength rather than 


precision. It’s why he missed a few punches.” 


Kaz glanced up, keeping the position of the sun in his sight. He was moving them along the 
base of the hills, still far enough from the Cornucopia to allow them a period of calm before they 


made an attempt for it. 
“So you're saying we could win any fight if we study them long enough?” Nina said skeptically. 
Kaz shook his head. “It’s not enough to find it. You need to learn how to use it against them. 


Most people assume your only weapons are the ones you carry. They forget that a skill can bea 


weapon. A trait in your opponent. Your surroundings.” He tightened his jaw. “A person.” 
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“Why do I feel like I’m being inducted into a fighting ring?” Wylan asked. 


Jesper snorted. “I’m pretty sure you’re speaking to a man who has more enemies than he has 


pithy sayings.” 


“T actually have very few.” said Kaz. “The rest have cut their losses.” 


Kaz remembered his mentor’s caution against making enemies, even as the tributes around him 
argued over who would be first to claim his death. The man had survived his games by hiding 
under a riverbank until the last two tributes remained. He was then pronounced dead in the 
final battle, only for the other two to kill each other, forcing the gamemakers to hastily 
resuscitate him on the hovercraft back to the Capitol. When he had told Kaz to avoid conflict at 
all costs, Kaz had responded that a bank never gets robbed if the criminals are all hiding from 


the tellers. Recalling his face, Kaz nearly smiled. 


“Back there, I could have sworn my life flashed before my eyes,” muttered Jesper, his humorous 
tone fading. “They say when that happens, you see the parts of your life that truly matter the 


most to you. The places. The people.” 


“It’s true.” Inej said quietly. “Even though I can hardly remember them, I see my parents in 


those moments.” 

There was a pause as her disclosure, a rare occurrence from Inej, sunk in. 

“I saw my father,” Jesper said. “I haven't...” His normally easy voice faltered, laced with tension. 
“The last time I saw him was the day my name was drawn. I caught a glimpse of him, just for a 
second, at the very back of the crowd. Before then I'd spent a year evading him, after I bet our 
family’s farm to settle a debt.” 


“To who?” Inej asked softly. 


“Men. Gambling,” Jesper took a slow breath while they listened, his guilt palpable. “It was the 


only thing I had left. Td lost everything to the dens, and the farm was my chance to pay it all 
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back, but I lost that too. They gave me a year to come up with the money, or they would seize 
the farm. I couldn’t see his expression when my name was drawn. I told the Peacemakers I had 
no one to say goodbye to. I couldn’t face him.” 

Kaz slowed his steps as they happened upon two fallen trees that formed a crude semblance of a 
clearing. He limped to the first of the two, his leg aching as he sat. The others followed him, 
Inej and Nina moving to rest on the second log. 

“At least you know that it doesn’t matter here,” Nina said quietly to Jesper. 

“It was almost a relief when my name was called,” Jesper said bitterly. “Our district was running 
horribly low on food, and even while forced to export his yields to the Capitol, the farm was my 
father’s lifeline. Either I win the money, and my debt is paid, or it’s all over and they'll send a 
consolation prize to one Colm Fahey. I’m not sure it would matter much either way.” 

“You must know,” Matthias said slowly, his blue eyes on the surrounding trees, “You were not 
the only one who had no one to say goodbye to. The only person who has ever cared about me 
was entering at my side.” 

“And I as well,” Nina said softly. “Our departure room was empty.” 

“Mine was too,” Inej said. 

“And mine,” Wylan said. 


They all turned to Kaz. 


Kaz simply raised his eyebrows, pulling a can of food from his pack. “The only goodbye I could 


spare was to the lining of my coffers.” 


It was a poor mask for the unpleasant thoughts that surfaced when he remembered the vacant 


room, the residual sound of his name echoing in his ears. Kaz had never sought friendship, had 
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never attempted to replicate the feeling of the family he could hardly remember, the brother he 


wished he didn’t. He had never imagined a day where he would need to. 


If Jordie had been alive, he would have been there, taking Kaz by the shoulders and telling him 
to come home. No matter how old Kaz gets, his brother still feels older to him at thirteen, the 
stringent voice of reason that comes to him when he lets his mind wander, the smile that 


surfaces in his subconscious while Kaz himself does not. 


It brought him some comfort to know that his companions were as alone as he was. That in the 
end, after the games had wrung them dry, after they'd all killed and betrayed and gone out like a 


circle of candles extinguished, there would be no funerals. 


Kaz watched the dusty stream of sunlight that passed through the leaves above, and his mind 
sifted through the remaining tributes. Both tributes from District 1 and the female tribute from 
District 3 had been alive since the previous night. Kaz remembered the tributes from one, 
Arturo and Thena, who had together nearly killed one of the younger tributes on their first day 
in the training rooms. Aside from them, the two tributes from ten had also remained alive, 
either unwisely allied with the Careers or sequestered somewhere in the arena, preparing for the 
final battle to break out. One of those five was already dead, confirmed by the stray cannon shot 


that morning. 

As for supplies, they may be outmatched in weapons, but they had managed to hold on to the 
few items that each of their skills required. If they played their cards right, they just might have 
a fighting chance. It was up to Kaz to see that they did. 

“Look at him,” Nina was watching Kaz. “Scheming face.” 


“I know exactly what you mean, and that is a perfect name for it,” said Jesper. 


“It’s the eyes,” Nina mused. “It’s like they're miles away. Like he’s watching a scene play out 


that we can’t see yet.” 


“Well now it’s creepy.” 
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Kaz set his stick against the rough texture of the log. He cleared his throat. “We need to decide 


on a plan to take out the remaining tributes.” 


All heads turned to him, his team subdued. Kaz met their eyes. 


“We can’t fight them head-on like we just did. We’ll need to rely on stealth, hit when the time is 


right. When we control the situation, we control the outcome.” 

“Right.” Jesper’s eyes narrowed. “Control.” 

“Let’s start with what we know,” said Kaz. “There are supplies gathered at the Cornucopia with 
a male tribute watching over them, most likely left as a guard by his teammates. If they’re 
deploying guards, the Careers have the tributes from ten to spare.” 

“If they’ve left him alone, we could take him out while they’re away,” Inej said. 

“We can,” Kaz leaned forward. “However, for all we know, the others are waiting at the edge of 
the circle for us to take the bait. We won’t touch him until we’ve tracked down the Careers. 
We'll learn where they sleep, where they eat, whether the crates at the Cornucopia are 
legitimate reserves or a red herring. For now, we avoid direct combat.” 

“We could poison their water supply,” Jesper suggested. 


“Or their food,” said Wylan. “Or their medicine.” 


“We could fell a tree onto their heads,” added Nina, and Matthias gave her a bewildered look 


that sent all but Kaz into stifled laughter. 


It was an odd sound, to hear laughter within the arena. 
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cutting off the Career’s safety net and leveling the playing field. But we’re not going to take it all 


for ourselves.” 


Kaz pulled three objects from his pack, rolling them face-up in the palm of his hand so the 


others could see the bright red labels. Flares. 

“The tribute from nine had these on him.” 

Jesper’s eyes lit with recognition. “We'll blow it up.” 

Kaz nodded. “When they hear the explosion, they'll assume a nearby tribute is responsible and 
go looking for them. They’ll be too focused on revenge to realize their vulnerability. By the time 
they return to their senses, some may have strayed far enough for us to pick them off.” 


“Are we sure we can make another bomb?” asked Nina. “Wylan?” 


“Just need some wiring,” said Wylan, glancing to the trees. “The gamemakers hide control 


panels in the trunks of oak trees. Is this a deciduous forest?” 


Jesper looked around them at length. “Well, I can tell you with certainty that it is a forest.” 


“And if they don’t take the bait?” pushed Inej. 


Kaz shrugged. “They'll still be left with whatever is on their backs. It could be enough to turn 


them against each other, or to weaken them from lack of food.” 


“What about our lack of food?” Matthias grumbled. 


“We’ll survive for now,” Kaz said. “But whoever places the bomb should take what they can.” 


“Who’s going to place it?” asked Nina. 
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Kaz was aware of Inej’s steady gaze, just out of his line of sight. She knew—and the others knew 
—that Kaz would likely elect her for the job. It was the most dangerous, and she had the highest 
chance of survival among them. 
“Wylan,” Kaz said, “Can you rig the explosive to be detonated remotely?” 
“No,” Wylan said slowly. “Someone would need to physically trigger it.” 


Kaz shifted, keeping his features neutral. Now was the time to make the hard decisions. 


“Wylan will place the bomb. If any go after him, he’ll lead them to the lake while we deal with 


the rest at the Cornucopia.” 

Kaz felt the shock settle over them in the quiet that followed. 

“Kaz...” Jesper said warningly. 

“TIl go with him,” said Inej. “He shouldn’t be alone.” 

Kaz shook his head. “He has to be. If they suspect it was the work of a team, they won’t bite. 
We'll take out ten, leave Wylan to detonate the bomb and run, and get into position to catch 
them as they scatter, but far enough to avoid drawing the whole team to ourselves.” 

“It might work,” Matthias frowned. “But he will be too vulnerable.” 

“It’s practically a sacrifice,” Nina said sharply. 

“It’s alright,” said Wylan. “TI do it.” 

Jesper’s face had taken on a strange pallor, and his jaw worked as if he were refraining from 
shouting. It was a testament to his trust in Kaz that he remained silent, staring ahead. It also 


meant that Wylan had told him, too, what he had told Kaz next to the fire; regardless of his 


acceptance of it, he knew it was Wylan’s decision to put himself at risk. 
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Inej stood suddenly. Kaz glanced at her, only to be caught off guard by the anger on her features. 


“This won’t work,” she said icily. “We’ll find another way.” 


She turned and vanished into the trees. To where, Kaz did not know—to cool off, maybe, or to 
map out the nearby terrain in her fury. As he thought this, an uncertain feeling stirred within 


him. If he knew Inej, it was possible she had decided on something more dangerous. 


“Inej,” Kaz said aloud, careful to keep his voice down. He focused his senses, searching for the 


familiar feel of her silent presence. 


He felt nothing. All around him, there was only empty air. 


When Inej didn’t return after a half hour, Kaz instructed his team to move. They left the shaded 
clearing behind and headed closer to the western end of the Cornucopia, giving it what he 
hoped was a wide berth. The others were unusually quiet, though none made any further 


objections to the plan. 


Kaz moved diligently, kept an impassive mask on his face, but it did little to soothe the edge 
that had crept beneath his skin. The ground was too dry, the air too sweet, and he had the sense 
that a storm was coming. The gamemakers had always had a fondness for a bout of disastrous 
weather before the final bloodbath. Without Inej’s reliable eye on their surroundings, Kaz felt 
oddly exposed, as if he were once again left without his cane to the mercy of closing threats. He 
knew that she would be able to find them again if they continued on their path, but there was no 
way of knowing if she would make it back; if she had left the team for good, or if she had been 
injured somewhere in the arena and was unable to move. Kaz’s ears routinely pricked for the 


sound of a cannon, but none came. 


It was late in the evening when Inej returned. They had already made camp and were dispersed 
around the tent, Nina tending to Matthias’s wounds and Wylan showing Jesper his new 


pyrotechnic creation with a resolved endearment. Kaz was sorting their remaining belongings, 
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estimating the time they had until they ran out of water, when he felt the relief of her silent 


arrival. 


“The tributes from one and three are alive,” Inej announced, causing Jesper to jump. She knelt 
next to their bags, removing a single water bottle. “They're camping on the edge of the starting 
circle. The girl from ten is dead, but they've made her partner a guard as we expected. The 


supplies are not fake.” 


Kaz ignored the reactions of the others, waiting for Inej to meet his gaze. When she did, it was 
with defiance. She had done it, completed the first half of their plan entirely on her own and 
without detection. If Kaz hadn’t already been secure in her capability, he would have been 
amazed. Instead he felt only a strained, agitated urge to make her understand his decisions, if 


only to keep her from leaving again. He had never stooped so low as to justify himself before. 


When she left to scout their perimeter one last time, he hauled up his pack and followed. His leg 
creaked wearily beneath him, out of sorts with its constant state of use, but he concealed his 
pain in the habitual clench of his jaw, the thud of his stick. The air had somehow turned sweeter 
around them, and there was a stark but gradual shift in the breeze that set Kaz’s hair on end. 


Whatever was coming, it wouldn’t be pleasant. 


Inej had stopped in the shade of an aspen on the cusp of a low hill, allowing Kaz to catch up. 


When he had nearly reached her, she squared her shoulders, speaking clearly. 

“If we make it to the final six, we'll discuss what happens next. Your words, Kaz.” 

Kaz remained silent, came to a stop before her. 

“We’re risking our lives for this team,” Inej thumbed the dagger in her belt. “Not for you. Not so 
that you can discard us along the way before you claim victory for yourself. If that was your plan 


all along, I never would have been a part of it.” 


“Wylan is aware of the risks,” Kaz said evenly. “He agreed to the job.” 
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“And me not going with him?” Inej said, the first hint of ire entering her tone. “Would you 
rather keep me somewhere else, tucked away in the trees, playing alarm system while our 


teammates are slaughtered?” 


Kaz’s eyes skipped away. She stepped closer, lowering her voice. 


“I knew of your deceit, Kaz, even before the arena. I knew of your reputation in twelve. Tell me 


right now, were you tricking them into an alliance for an army of easy kills?” 


“I haven’t tricked anyone,” Kaz said simply, hoping for some fragment of honesty in his voice. 


He needed her to understand. 


“I know it won't...” Inej started. Her fingers tensed, released. “I know it won't matter in the end. 
I didn’t come here to make attachments. But I won’t let him die if I can help it. Wylan saved our 


lives on that field.” 


“We got lucky.” 


Inej scoffed, turned away. 


The sun was fading, softly tracing gold against the clouds above. Inej’s arms still bore scratches 
from the ravine, her fingers stiff, her skin bruised and dirty, and yet Kaz couldn’t remember it 
ever being clean. He had only known her for three days, three days of fighting for their lives in 
sun-soaked forests and synthetic plains, wet and aching and bloodstained and hanging on bya 
sheer refusal to die, and all the while broadcasted to millions. He had never been so out of his 
depth, so close to death and yet so desperate to defeat it, and Inej had remained by his side 


through it all, had matched him in his unyielding strength. Out of everyone, they would survive. 


The thought crept through him like a poison, worse than ever before because of its certainty. 


One of them would have to kill the other. 


Kaz took a breath, welcoming the stifling air. 
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“Wylan spoke with me last night.” he said 


Inej’s eyes flicked to him. Kaz held her gaze, wondering if she was prepared to slice him to bits 


when the time came or if she, like him, was racking her brain in desperation for a way out. 


“I can’t repeat what he said,” said Kaz. “But,” He chose his words carefully. “It is a significant 


factor in the plan.” 


Her eyes moved between his own. Nothing but simple attentiveness on the surface, but a depth 


beneath, a glimpse of a thousand thoughts occurring behind them. 


“It’s why he agreed,” she discerned. 


“Yes.” 


Inej’s shoulders lowered. She gave a single nod in understanding, denoting that her trust in him 
remained, that this was not to be brought up again. If she was sorry for leaving them, she did 


not say. 


Kaz’s mind searched through the list of things he should say to her while he could, while they 
still existed in this world away from death and danger, in the shade of the aspen. There were too 
many, more than Kaz had ever needed to say to someone, and it was somehow just as daunting 
as the physical tasks he’d faced so far. He found himself wondering what he would say if he 
were different—not quite so ruined, not so far beyond hope as he was—or if they had known 
each other outside of the arena, somewhere else, perhaps a country that didn’t doom its own 
citizens to suffering for cable entertainment. If their skills could have ever been used for 


something more, their trust ever moving beyond that of simple dependency. 


It was irrational thinking, but Kaz knew he should say something, if only good luck for the day 


to come. There was every possibility it would be their last. 


He opened his mouth, still unsure what he intended to voice, but he stopped at the look on 


Inej’s face. She had stilled, eyes fixed on something behind him. 
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Kaz looked over his shoulder. It took a second for him to spot the low cloud that had appeared 


beneath the rising moon, smothering the horizon. 


For a moment Kaz saw a stormcloud, rolling ashore from the depths of a distant sea. Then a far 
more terrible thought dawned as he registered the cloud’s faint bluish hue, the unnatural way it 
breached the hills and spilled forward into the nearby inlets and valleys. It moved too quickly for 


a cloud, engulfing leagues of land, blanketing every tree in its wake. 


“Gas,” Inej gasped, and she was running—not away from but towards the advancing fog. She was 
gone in seconds, just like before, leaving only the resounding sound of her heels striking the 
ground. The gas raced forward as it left the hills, now less than a mile from their camp. By the 


time she made it back, it would have already reached the others. 


Kaz stood frozen, his pulse hammering in drones beneath his skin. He remembered his only 


defense, the object he had folded into the bag on his back. He needed only to put it on and wait. 


Kaz took a single step towards the fog. He took another, nearly staggering, then something 
snapped within him and he was running faster than he'd known he could, trees passing him in 
blurs, the air already souring in his lungs. He sprinted over shrubs, past rocks, and up slanted 
ground, vaguely registering the loom of gray that lay ahead, the swirl of gas that had already 
reached their encampment. It rushed to meet him as he rushed to meet it, taking one last breath 


and plunging forward into the haze. 


He passed objects in the gloom—silhouettes of claw-like trees, twisting vines, half-obscured 
ridges of dirt. He didn’t find Inej until the tent had swam into view, finding her stumbling 


towards him, the others nowhere in sight. 


“Kaz?” she said as he tossed his bag to the ground, opened it with shaking fingers. She was 


already nearing incoherency. “I couldn’t find...” 


“Don’t talk,” Kaz rasped, making the mistake of opening his mouth—he felt the gas entering his 


lungs even as he fought it, the lack of oxygen already setting his head spinning. He fumbled 


48 


with the mask, nearly dropping it as he ripped off his gloves, standing and catching the back of 
Inej’s head with one hand. He slid the mask onto her face, forcing the straps around her dark 


hair. 


She may have been speaking to him. It was difficult to tell with Kaz’s vision blotting out, his 
thoughts abstracting. He couldn’t hold his breath any longer, and the gas filled his lungs 
entirely. He felt himself losing focus, forgetting where he was... and then Inej was gone, and he 


was spinning in a circle, panic gripping his chest. 


Everything around him seemed to fall away and solidify at once. The fog warped into shapes, the 
shapes into people, people into the walls of buildings, and Kaz reared away as they leapt at him, 
surrounded him in blurs of light and darkness. There were sounds, dampened and distant, then 
smells, and the feeling of his shoes against cobblestone, and the coolness of air on his face, and 
Kaz had the uncertain feeling that he had been about to die—or had died, and had forgotten 
about it. He turned sluggishly, taking a step, and the world seemed to tilt on its axis, textures 


taking shape before his eyes. 


His brother was with him. It was the first thing he noticed. It was the first thing he would 
always notice; his presence, his absence. Jordie had taken a distorted form at his side, his 
shoulders ever broader than Kaz’s, his coat sleeves reaching the tips of his fingers, and he was 


speaking so faintly that Kaz couldn’t hear a word. 


Kaz moved forward, glancing around him. He was in twelve, but the buildings were taller than 


he remembered. The air smelled of sewage. It was how fresh rain always smelled in his district. 


There were other figures, Kaz noticed. They were appearing one by one from the alleyways, 
faces obscured, weapons shining in the dull light, and a familiar dose of dread entered his 


bloodstream as they grew nearer. 


Kaz had been here before. He had seen this street, been alive in this moment, and he knew what 
the approaching figures were going to do to him. To Jordie. To the pockets of cash they had 


been too naive to empty, to the last thread that had connected them to their parents, the last 
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moments they'd had together. It was all happening again, and Kaz couldn’t watch—he couldn't 


let them hurt him. 


He would fight. He would use his fists, his boots, his nails, anything to make them afraid. 


Anything to make them leave. 


Kaz swung, intending as much damage as he could. His arms felt slower, heavier than they 
should be. He thought he heard a gunshot nearby, muffled shouting, but the sounds faded as 
quickly as they registered. Each figure slipped away upon contact but returned when he dared to 
blink. 


It wasn’t enough. Time seemed to be passing around him, further warping the shadowed 
figures. He had to keep fighting, had to make them pay. He would fight until their fear was 
unmistakable, would use his knives, his gloves, his strength, his cane, his streets; he would feed 
rivers of their blood to the gutters, let their screams fill his ears. He wouldn’t stop. He would not 


show weakness. Not for anything. 


He would grow until he towered over them, all of them, until everything from his years with the 


Dregs came to him in a rush and he remembered with solid clarity what he had become. 


“Kaz!” 


A monster, Kaz thought. He opened his eyes. 


Inej was kneeling over him, her expression fearful, a starless sky behind her head. She had been 


holding his face, shaking him awake. 


“Forgive me,” she breathed, quickly releasing him. Kaz looked in every direction, searching for 
faceless attackers, but there were none. He remembered the gas, his final moments before the 


onslaught of visions. It hadn’t been poison, then. 
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“What happened?” Kaz pushed himself up, wary of Inej’s trembling hands, the harried voices 
near them. He caught a glimpse of the others over her shoulder; Matthias’s blonde hair, the back 


of Jesper’s vest as he hunched over. 


“The gas was hallucinogenic,” Inej’s voice betrayed her panic. “It made you fight each other. All 


of you. I could barely get between you before you killed each other. I couldn't...” 


Kaz felt suddenly cold. He shoved himself up, nearly stumbling at the pain in his leg. The others 
were gathered around someone on the ground; Nina was digging frantically for medical 


supplies. Had he... 


“I could barely see,” Inej said feverishly, “I was able to get Nina and Matthias out, but you and 


Jesper were left... and he...” 


Kaz limped forward. It was Wylan on the ground, a dark, revolting red soaking through his 


clothes from the wound on his right side. A bullet wound. 


“Tm so sorry,” Jesper was barely able to string a sentence together, his hands looking for 
something to do; moving Wylan’s head, brushing leaves from the ground, jolting back as he got 


in Nina’s way. “The debt collectors, they were coming for me, I didn’t mean to—” 


Kaz had remained frozen, his eyes on Wylan. The boy was still breathing. 


It was time, it was investment, it was precious information bleeding out into the dirt, but it was 
also Wylan, and the thought dislodged something within Kaz, threw a decidedly appalling 
obstacle in the way of his plan for survival. He couldn’t even manage denial. The truth was 
slipping through, the way his stomach turned over Wylan’s body, the way his feet had taken him 
unfailingly to Inej when the gas mask had been in his own possession. When he had thought 


certain death was approaching. 


“He'll be okay,” Nina was saying, hastily readying a length of bandage while Matthias 


compressed the wound above Wylan’s ribs. “It missed internal organs. The bullet is still inside, 
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but as long as we stop the bleeding, we don’t need to remove it. There’s only the risk of 


infection; he should have it treated professionally...” 


“Ow,” Wylan said, grimacing. It was the first thing he’d spoken, and it drew a collective sigh of 


relief from the others. 


“Please don’t die,” Jesper said miserably. “I would never, ever forgive myself.” 


“Well, in that case.” Wylan managed a small grin. 


They were nothing like the pigeons of twelve that had blurred together in his visions; crime 
bosses, henchmen, crooks, merchers, Peacemakers, politicians, all people he could work like a 
card’s deck, dispose of if he needed to. The people beside him were human, and were the closest 


thing to family Kaz had felt since it had been taken from him. 


The gamemakers wanted a show. They wanted betrayal. It was the reason they had targeted 
Kaz’s team with the gas, why it had forced them against each other. Perhaps the viewers had 
gotten sympathetic, perhaps they, too, had seen their humanity and begun to root for the small 
flock of crows that had formed across unlikely districts. The gas was another way to remind 
them that there was no hope for it to last. That they were nothing but killers, and that above all, 


the Capitol still had the upper hand. 


With his eyes on Wylan’s pained features, Kaz privately vowed that he would not allow them 


another win by becoming what they wanted. 


The world was ugly, was monstrous, but for once, he could choose not to be. 


The night was near freezing. It seemed almost a punishment for Wylan’s survival, for the fact 
that their team hadn’t jettisoned to pieces the moment the gas cleared. The temperature 
dropped at regular increments, continuing until their fingers numbed with cold and their 
breaths became visible in the firelight. Everyone but Kaz had eventually crowded into the small 


tent, huddled together for warmth through the night. 
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The nightly anthem played, confirming the deaths of the female tribute from ten and their four 
kills from the field. Kaz kept the fire going, watching over the tent and using his time in 


solitude for something he had not dared to entertain before: the beginning of a new plan. 


Since seeing Wylan half-dead among the leaves, he had been quietly overcome with an idea that 
would certainly have him executed if he so much as spoke a word of it. It was wildly 
unimaginable, and if any part of it failed there could be far worse things than death in store for 
them—but now that Kaz had glimpsed a chance, not even the laws of life could bargain him out 


of it. 


Once he had started along this thought, all traces of fatigue vanished. His thoughts ran wild, 
insistent, catching mere glimpses of a picture and demanding him to put it all together. He 
reached back through the years and remembered the stories, the whispers of runaway servants 
finding refuge in hidden districts, invisible stirs of rebellion on the outskirts of their country. 
He remembered snatches of conversation he had picked up in the Slat, drunken claims that it 
could be done—that the games could be outsmarted. That if one looked hard enough for a 


weakness, they would find it. 


Look for the weakness. 


By the time Inej left the tent to take over Kaz’s watch, he had something. She had to say his 
name several times to break through his concentration, but when she did, he looked at her with 
what he was sure was madness. There were only a few hours left before dawn, before everything 
came to a close, and if the others followed, Kaz’s plan would be put into action. If Inej noticed 


his sudden epiphany, she did not say. 
“Wylan bled through his bandages,” she murmured. 
Kaz folded his gloved hands, glancing at the tent. Wylan had lost a lot of blood over the past few 


hours but had remained conscious, if extremely pale. Nina had bound his arm to his body, 


advising him not to move it in fear he would reopen the wound. 
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“How is he?” 
“A miserable, sticky mess.” Inej replied, her lips quirking in a smile. “But alive.” 
An easy silence fell over them, broken only by the snapping of the fire and creaking of the 
surrounding branches. Several minutes passed, Kaz’s eyelids growing heavier with the 
knowledge that he could sleep if he wanted to. There had been a time, days ago, where he hadn’t 
trusted Inej enough to fall asleep near her. He would trust her now with every cent in his coffers 
and a knife to his heart. 
Presently, Kaz remembered something—one of their bags had a few rudimentary tools in an 
inside pocket, including a small pencil. He almost didn’t want to move, afraid to break the spell, 
but after some time he sat up and drew the bag to himself. 
As Kaz searched for the pencil, Inej spoke suddenly. 


“It was sick to make us fight each other like that.” 


Kaz heard the edge in her voice and felt that he understood. If she had been affected, if she had 


killed one of the others, not even the Saints themselves could have led her to forgive herself. 


“Maybe so,” Kaz muttered after a moment. “But between a toxin trip and asphyxiation, I’d take 


my chances.” 

“You thought it could have been poison?” Inej asked, her tone unreadable. 

Kaz lifted a shoulder. “That, or a sponsor from the Capitol’s newest perfume label.” 

Inej shifted, falling silent again. When Kaz looked at her, she was gazing intently into the fire. A 


freezing wind blew through their camp, briefly stifling the flames, and both he and Inej 


shivered. 
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When she spoke again, it was with the tone that she had no expectation for him to answer 


honestly. 


“In his hallucinations, Jesper saw the debt collectors coming for him. Wylan saw his father 


leading an army from the Capitol to find him.” Her eyes moved to Kaz. “What did you see?” 


If it had been mere hours before, he would have lied. 


“My brother.” 


Inej’s gaze did not waver. She seemed to see right through him, to the mind within, to the soul. 


“And who did you fight?” 


Kaz swallowed, the air thinning as the memories surfaced. He remembered the panic he'd felt in 
the visions, the way he’d gone mad—and in retrospect, the knowledge that it had been his own 
teammates he'd been swinging for. It could have been anyone in that clearing, and he still would 


have butchered them all. 


“The men who jumped us when we were first left to the streets,” he held his voice steady. “Our 
parents had died to an explosion in the mines, and we were stupidly carrying the little gold 
they'd left us. The men were starving. After the explosion, the Capitol punished our district for 
the lost profit by cutting down our food supply. My brother fought back, and one of them 
stabbed him, just a small wound, to give them time to run away. The Peacemakers did nothing. 


The infection killed him.” 


Inej let his words settle between them, a look of deep sadness in her eyes. 


“My brother disappeared along with my parents when I was nine,” she said. “I was told they 


were taken by the Capitol. I was later told they escaped. They never came back for me.” 
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Kaz understood the similarity between them. Both were products of a broken country, both 
hardened by years on their own. He had taken his pain and let it become him, used it to grow 


stronger. He suspected she had done the same, but only one of them had grown heartless. 


“They taught me everything,” Inej said softly. “It was my father’s biggest fear that his children 
would be sent to the games, so he prepared us as best as he could. When my skills showed 
themselves, he taught me to use them. They called me a spider, in the factories, because I could 
climb through the machines when they stalled to find the spots that were jammed. I never liked 


learning to fight.” 


Inej turned away from Kaz, but he didn’t miss the way her shoulders quivered. He wasn’t sure if 
it was the reminder of her family that did it, or the weight of everything to come breaking over 


her. She took a deep, miserable breath. 


“T don't want to do this.” 


We won't have to, Kaz wanted to say. He wished that she could read his mind as he sometimes 
suspected of her. Instead he rested his gloved hand beside hers, allowing the smallest hint of 
contact. It was all he could offer her. As if she understood, Inej sent him a wordless look of 


gratitude, wrapping her second arm around her knees. 


He let his mind take flight again in the stillness that followed, once again going over every step 
of his scheme, every variable, every possible mistake they could make along the way. Even with 
his thoughts somewhat in order, the hurdle remained to inform the others without the 


gamemakers catching on. A task that in itself seemed impossible. 
There must be a way, Kaz thought as he drifted off. He left Inej to think the task over on her 


own. Have a plan, he had scrawled onto the inside label of her pack. Need everyone. 


As if the saints had overheard his request, Kaz was woken before dawn by a roll of thunder and 


the heavy air of approaching rain. It was still dark, thoroughly so, as the fire had died and the 
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incoming storm had blocked out all traces of moonlight, but Kaz was on his feet in seconds and 


moving to wake the others. 


Matthias and Nina had taken morning watch and were sitting outside the tent, peering 
discontentedly at the sky as raindrops began to fleck the ground around them. Kaz passed them, 


stumped into the tent to find Wylan, Jesper, and Inej already awoken by the thunder. 


Kaz said nothing; he simply jerked his head to the tent’s entrance, hoping that they would 


follow without complaint. 


The drops had turned into a steady hiss when Kaz returned to the fireside. His hair began to 
flatten with moisture as he opened their largest bag and pulled out the item he needed. The 


tarp, dark gray and waterproof, began to take shape as he unfolded it. 


“Kaz?” said Jesper. “There'd better be a good reason for-” 


“Shh,” Inej said sharply. “We're getting out of the rain.” 


“We already were-” 


“Get under.” Kaz said, holding the tarp up as the others slid obediently beneath its width. He 
had hoped it would be big enough to fit the six of them beneath it, and it appeared it was— 
though it would be a tight squeeze. Kaz steeled himself, taking a full breath as the rain began to 


pelt down, and forced himself under. 


It was a mess of limbs beneath, the small space filling with voices as his teammates were jostled 
in their attempts to fit. The sound of the rain was amplified tenfold, drumming loudly and 
ceaselessly above them. One of them—Matthias, by the looks of it—had kept his legs entirely 
outside. Kaz found himself pressed into both Nina and Jesper, his muscles instantly tensing, 


blood thickening in his ears. 
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“Give him room.” Inej’s voice cut through the commotion. Kaz felt the bodies shift, finding 
inches to spare between them, and he found the will to shove aside his discomfort. He had no 
way of knowing how much time they had. 
“Check beneath you,” he commanded them. “Look for cameras. Make sure you can’t feel any.” 
There was another stir of motion as everyone felt along the ground, pressing hands to the 
dampened dirt and digging beneath leaves. Kaz checked his space, searching for the cool touch 
of metal against his fingers, but he felt none. He knew there was still a chance, that they 
couldn’t be certain they were in the clear, but if they spoke quietly enough the sound of rain 
hammering against the tarp might drown out their audio. 
“This could be our only chance to speak without an audience,” Kaz said, lowering his voice so 
that the others craned to hear him. “If they think we’re taking shelter from the rain, they might 
leave us.” 


“No one’s keeping watch,” Nina said uneasily. 


“This is important,” Kaz said. He took another breath, fighting the walls of claustrophobia. He 


took in each shadowed form around him, each of his crows. 


“What if I told you there’s a chance for all of us to win.” 


Thunder cracked above them. 


“Td say that gas did something funny to your head,” Nina muttered. 


Matthias scoffed once, then quieted as the realization set in that he was serious. All sounds 


faded to the background, and they waited tentatively for Kaz to continue. 


“There’s a machine that enters the arena, allows free passage, and takes tributes outside. 


Tributes who haven’t won. We've seen it happen every year since the games began.” 
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Silence. Kaz prepared for the worst. “The only problem is that you have to be dead.” 
Murmurs broke out immediately, nearly rising above the beating rain. 
“The hovercrafts?” said Jesper. “Don’t tell me you've finally lost it.” 
“Won't go out that easily, Brekker,” Matthias grumbled. 
“Hovercrafts that lift multiple tributes at a time,” Kaz continued firmly. “Even ones, as my own 
mentor has demonstrated, who are not strictly dead. All we would need to do is a bit of 


convincing.” 


“We were tagged before the games began,” Inej said. “They implanted trackers in our skin. As 


long as we have a temperature and pulse, they'll know we're alive.” 


“Nina,” Kaz said, “What would happen if one of those trackers were encased in a material that 


mimicked human skin, and that material was cooled?” 


“It would simulate losing body temperature,” Nina said slowly. “And the pulse would be cut... 


but we would need to remove the trackers, and I don’t know if-” 


“Wylan,” Kaz searched the darkness for the boy’s nest of hair. “What would be the easiest way to 


remove the trackers?” 

There was a long pause as Wylan contemplated. 

“They could be cut out,” he said finally, extending his left arm. He ran a finger over his inner 
elbow in the low light, accentuating the slight bump. “They’re near the skin’s surface, but 


placed right next to the veins. Tributes have tried removing them before and missed the mark.” 


“We won't miss the mark.” Kaz said decidedly. 
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“It would have to be done all at once,” said Wylan. “Removing, then cooling. Otherwise, they'll 


know it’s been cut out.” 


“And we would need to appear dead on camera.” Nina said doubtfully. “Long enough for them 


to sound the cannons.” 


“Even if we do,” said Matthias. “They'll run tests on the hovercraft. They'll know we're faking.” 


Kaz entwined his folded gloves. “Not if the hovercraft’s been hijacked before they know what’s 


hit them.” 


There was another beat of stunned silence. It sounded even more unlikely aloud, and Kaz felt 
that his team deserved some form of merit for even entertaining it. The hovercrafts were the 
most secure form of transport the Capitol had at their disposal, and they would be entering a 


hive of variables that were impossible to control. 


“Wylan?” Jesper said dubiously. “Is that possible?” 


“After they lift us, we'll be placed on medical beds,” said Wylan slowly. “Each ship can hold up 
to ten tributes. I don’t know what they would do if they found us still alive, but we would need 
to act quick while we still had our weapons. If someone managed to get away and make it to the 
control room down the hall, they could cut the power and the system’s security would be shut 


down. It’s the only way to keep from being locked in the medical bay.” 


“How many guards would be there?” Nina breathed. 


Wylan looked to the roof of their tarp, still taking a beating under the rain. “Two or three,” he 


suggested. 


Jesper folded his long arms. “So we would need to incapacitate several armored Peacemakers, 
not including uncounted medical personnel, make our way to the front of the ship, take out the 
pilot, hope we can fly the thing, and presumably find somewhere to hide for the rest of our lives 


without starving to death.” 
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“We couldn’t go back to the districts,” Nina looked worriedly at Kaz. “The Capitol would be 


swarming the skies looking for us.” 


“You would take the hovercraft Northeast, out of Panem,” said Kaz. “Fly it as fast as you can. It 
will look like nothing for miles, but keep going, and you'll eventually come across what looks 


like the ruins of a city.” 


Inej went very still. “District thirteen.” 


“You had better hope there are no cameras in here.” said Matthias. 


Kaz shrugged. “It’s our only option. The Capitol will be searching everywhere, but if there’s a 
civilization in thirteen they’re familiar with staying hidden. And,” he leaned forward. “The 
Capitol will go to any lengths to make sure the districts believe there was only one winner. Once 


they’ve given up the chase, once you’ve disappeared into thin air, they'll cover our tracks for us.” 


“Thirteen is real?” asked Wylan faintly. 


“This is impossible,” said Nina. “It’s... no one’s ever made it out of the games, Kaz. Not unless 


they've won. We would not only need to trick the gamemakers, but the entire country.” 


“Then we'd better make it believable.” Kaz said. 


Thunder shook the arena again, and the tarp began to bow inwards with the wind. Kaz clutched 


it tightly, adjuring for just a little more time. He spoke as quickly as he could. 


“Nina, if you’re in, I'll need you to find a material that mimics human skin and anything else we 
could use to fake a few realistic deaths. Jesper, you'll need to save your bullets. When the 
hovercraft takes you, Inej will slip away and head for the control room, and the rest of you will 
be preparing to fight when the lights go out. You'll catch them off guard—they won't be 


expecting all five of you to be alive.” 
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Inej was already nodding. Kaz felt a rush of adrenaline, picturing the chaos of the scene. 
“All five of us,” said Nina. “You'll be...” 
Kaz nodded. “I'll be the victor. The Capitol will eventually find out what’s happened, but by then 
they’ve already televised my win, and they'll choose a perfect wrap to the games over a public 


execution of their champion. Appearances matter most.” 


“They could torture you for evidence,” said Inej. “Or hunt you down anyway, make it look like 


an accident. They'd never accept this.” 

Kaz let the shadow of a smile cross his face. “I'll be sure to make their time worthwhile.” 

“And the prize money?” Jesper asked lowly. 

“We'll split it.” said Kaz. “However tricky it may be, if I’m alive, Pll get an equal share to each of 
you.” An unnaturally strong gust of wind railed into the side of the tarp, attempting to blow it 
over their heads. He didn’t plan to find out what would happen if they stayed much longer. 
“This will only work if we survive to the final six,” he returned his gaze to his crew. They were 
looking at him in awe, perhaps wondering why they had placed their lives in his infamous 
hands. “Forget the original plan; we can’t afford to lose anyone. We’ll work together, but do not 
speak a word of this beyond this moment. Are there any objections?” 

Another moment of silence passed. 

“Several,” grumbled Matthias. “It could go very wrong.” 

“It’s madness,” said Jesper, but Kaz didn’t miss the shine in his eyes—the same, he expected, that 


had led to his misfortune in the gambling dens of eleven. If the plan truly risked it all, Jesper 


Fahey had already been convinced. 
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Before any further response could be made, there was a crash so loud it felt that lightning had 
struck the spot directly beside them. It was enough to send half of the group shouting and 
scrambling to their feet, leaving their shelter to collapse in their absence. It seemed the 


gamemakers had tired of their view of the tarp. 


Kaz moved from beneath it and hauled himself up. He took a deep breath of blissfully cold air as 
the rain drenched him completely, and he habitually scanned the surrounding forest. The 
nearest tree was smoking, its branches turned shock-white, but there was no sign of life 


otherwise. 


The remainder of their plan would need to be carried out in silence if those who were needed 
wished to help, and in such a manner that even Kaz himself would likely not know if it was 
being fulfilled. There was always the chance that the gamemakers had overheard, but they 
wouldn't retaliate too soon if they had. Kaz knew how they operated. He knew that they would 
already be toasting their success, already formulating a counter-plan that would ensure suitable 


deaths for them all. 


And yet, Kaz had hope. It was a feeling he hadn’t indulged in a while. He had taught himself to 
tamper it down, believing it to be one of those ideals that only gets in the way of things, but 
there was a relief in setting it free, if only for a moment. It was the hope he had left to the child 
clinging to his brother’s sleeve, the boy who had learned his first magic trick or picked his first 
lock and felt himself unstoppable, who had watched the door on that last day for his parents to 
return from the mines. When he had entered the games, he’d wondered if any part of that boy 


still remained—and if so, how much of him would be left at its end. 


Kaz looked up then, into the jaws of the storm. He watched as the sky lit, just briefly, revealing a 
thunderous maw of clouds. It looked ready to swallow them whole. His eyes traced the lightning 
that forked below it, marveling at the poetry of it all—it took only a flicker of light to reveal 
what was otherwise invisible. But once it was revealed, there was no ignoring it in the darkness 


that followed. 


The crows survived the storm, as did their opponents. Kaz seated himself at the entrance to the 


tent, stretched his leg in front of him, and passed the time by discussing the next steps with the 
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others, or at least the steps that he deemed safe for the broadcast to listen in on. Together, over 
the course of an hour, they reworked Kaz’s original plan so that it did not include a sacrifice. It 
wasn't any less risky as a whole, and it involved a few more moving parts, but they ensured that 


it would have the same effect if all went well. 


There was a somewhat lightened mood in the group, Kaz had noticed. The feeling of 
camaraderie between them had grown since his proposal, as if they were feeling that same 
cautionary hope, the glimpse of something beyond tragedy ahead. Inej seemed more at ease, 
Nina louder than ever, Wylan eager to contribute. Even Matthias cracked a smile a few times. It 
was a final moment of peace, an illusion that nothing would change, when they could still 


describe the approaching fight without living it. 


When the storm cleared rather suddenly, leaving only the pale gray of the morning and the 


striking quiet of water dripping from the leaves, Kaz had them moving. 


They began to close that final distance to the starting circle, anticipation thrumming between 
them. The arena was silent as they traveled, though Kaz could almost feel the creeping presence 
of thousands of cameras, the country’s eyes on them as the hours ticked closer to the games’ 
end. Their faces were currently looking into every household in Panem, on the walls of every 
tavern, every city square, blown up to fit the screens on the buildings that lined the upper 
districts. Final bets would be placed today, and the Capitol would be a whirlwind of color 
preparing to welcome their victor. It was a world that hung heavy over them, even within the 
confines of the arena. No matter who died that day, it would go on turning. When the screens 


were turned off, when the bloodbath was over, no one would remember this moment but them. 


Inej slowed when a small stream came into view, perhaps recognizing it from her trip the 


previous day. Kaz knew what came next. She would depart for the first stage of the plan. 


The stream was little more than a trickle of water, making no sound as it flowed amicably to its 
destination. They took a few minutes at its side to redistribute their belongings before they split 
up, making sure everyone had what they needed. Kaz was startled to find the inside of his own 
bag slashed apart, and nearly commented on it before he realized what had been pulled out. It 


was missing its silicone lining. Good work, Nina. 
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At her side, Inej’s fingers traced over a dagger in what Kaz now recognized as a nervous gesture, 


but her chin remained high as she turned to face them. 


“I suppose this is goodbye,” she said hesitantly. 


It was more than likely the last moment they'd all have together. 


No one said for now. Instead, Nina rushed forward to embrace her, and Inej returned the 
embrace tightly. When she was released, her eyes slightly red-rimmed, she was pulled in by 


Jesper. 


“Good luck,” Matthias said sincerely once they'd separated. Inej grasped his arm, offering him a 
watery smile, and gave a last quick hug to Wylan. When she turned to Kaz, he felt a jolt to his 


nerves. 


She was far too considerate to expect a hug like she had from the others. Instead she simply met 
his gaze, letting a wordless look pass between them. Giving him time to move away, she touched 


the gloved hand that rested upon his stick, just enough that he could feel its pressure. 


Kaz wished he could tell her to be safe, though he knew she could handle herself. There was no 
doubt that Inej would fight to the end, that death itself would need to pry the blade from her 
hand if it sought her. Hope in itself was dangerous, but what remained of it pleaded that such a 
moment wouldn’t come; that she would survive and escape with the others, and if his guess was 
correct, would be reunited with her family in thirteen. It would explain why they had vanished, 
how they had evaded the Peacemakers, why they hadn’t been able to return. From the way she 


had looked when he’d mentioned the district, it seemed that she dared to share his belief. 


Inej released his hand, and their goodbye was over too soon. She gave him a quick nod, eyes still 
glassy with unshed tears. Kaz felt that he would know her eyes with more certainty than he 


would recognize his own in a mirror. 
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Kaz swallowed harshly, making a sudden movement towards her, then halting. He blinked 


quickly, looking away, his body stiffening. It was not the best display of strength. 


“Jesper, we begin once you and Wylan reach your mark,” he said quickly, stepping back. 


“Remember the signals. Do not let your guard down.” 


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Jesper said, tipping an invisible hat. “If we die, it’s been a pleasure 


working with you, Brekker.” 


Kaz had the sudden flash of memory of Jordie saying goodbye, his knowing grin. He shook it 


off, taking a last glance at his teammates. 


They looked to him with equal shares of respect. Somehow they had grown to trust him, to trust 
that the plan he had stitched to life would somehow spit them out alive. Each of them had been 


failed by the world in their own way. Kaz refused to fail them as well. 


“We've already beaten the odds by making it this far,” he said finally. “We can do it again. If we 


survive, meet in the center when it’s done.” As an afterthought, he added, “No funerals.” 


“No funerals,” Nina murmured. 


“Are there no funerals without mourners, or no mourners without funerals?” asked Jesper. 


“There are no mourners, and no funerals.” Kaz said. “Not for us.” 


Kaz followed the stream as it flowed east, trusting its winding path to lead them to the lake. 
Matthias and Nina stayed at his heels, but the others had already split from the group; Jesper 
and Wylan as a pair, Inej on her own. Kaz shut down the uneasy feeling that always surfaced 
when he lost that bit of control, when the plan commenced out of his sight. He didn’t dwell on 
the possibility they were heading into a trap, or that the Careers were lurking in the forest 


around them rather than the starting circle. He simply moved forward. 
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Despite the two that accompanied him, they were able to make it to the lake without causing a 
commotion. The stream had widened as it reached the final stretch, spilling into a murky inlet 
that was littered with thick slabs of white rock. Kaz did not venture onto them, but instead 
turned right, starting off along the water’s edge where a dense thicket penned them from the 
forest. It had grown warm again, and the surrounding smell of algae and freshwater put a 


dampening layer on Kaz’s senses. Still, he pressed on. 


The Cornucopia became visible sooner than he’d expected. The ground flattened out, thickets 
giving way to an outcrop of rock. Behind it, uncomfortably close, lay the edge of the starting 
circle. Kaz ducked behind a section of the rock, his pulse already quickening, and Matthias and 


Nina followed as silently as they could. 


There was no sign that they had been seen. Kaz glanced over the rock’s edge and scanned the 
pile of supplies, the formidably empty space around it. There were no tributes in his line of 
sight, but that didn’t mean that none were there; Inej would have alerted them if the camp was 
empty. His gaze moved up, to a trail of smoke that curled into the sky from the forest across 


from them. Jesper and Wylan had started the first fire. 


Kaz had expected the Careers to leave the male tribute from ten to watch the supplies while they 
investigated. His eyes narrowed, and he resisted the urge to move closer. The bear traps that had 
been scattered around the pile were far less visible from ground level, and they might have gone 


unnoticed if Kaz didn’t know they were there. 


A figure was suddenly visible, darting into the circle. The boy from ten was indeed there, though 
he didn’t seem to be guarding the supplies. Instead he was sneaking towards them, weaving 


between the traps. His eyes were set on a crate of food that sat at the base of the pile. 


How fitting for the Careers to starve their own teammates. Kaz would have felt sympathy for the 
boy if he wasn’t focused on the shadow that slipped out behind him, matching his dance 
between the traps, catching up to him before he reached the crates. Inej let him slump gently to 


the ground, and Kaz knew she had granted him a painless death. 
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Matthias and Nina were talking quietly behind him. Kaz turned to see Matthias giving Ninaa 
speech that was making her eyes well up with tears, their hands clasped together—now was not 


the time. 


“It’s clear,” he said. “Go.” 


With the knowledge that a cannon would be firing any second, the two sprang to their feet and 
hastened from behind the rock, joining Inej in the starting circle. While Inej picked her way to 
the supplies, they each found the nearest traps and began pulling them to the treeline. Kaz, too 
slow to be of help, watched the skies ahead. The trail of smoke had darkened in color, and he 
could only hope that Jesper and Wylan had been long gone by the time its source had been 


found. 


The cannon for the tribute from ten sounded far too quickly, and Kaz’s grip on his stick became 
painful. The Careers would be back within minutes. Matthias and Nina were moving as fast as 


possible, back and forth, lugging two traps at once, and Inej was still among the supply crates. 


There wasn’t much in the pile that would be of use to them. Most of the wooden crates appeared 
empty, and trash had been littered on and around it, but there were a few weapons that caught 
Kaz’s eye—namely several throwing knives and a discarded mace that was near the same height 
and build as his steel cane. Inej took what she could, filling her bag with food and swiping the 
knives, and Kaz had the feeling that he’d somehow urged her with his mind when she spared a 
moment to grab the mace as well. She struck a match before she ran, dropping it, and a burlap 


sack of food instantly ignited. 


“All done,” Nina panted as she stumbled back to Kaz, Matthias behind her. Only Inej remained, 
her feet barely touching the ground as she raced over the grass towards them. Behind her, 
flames were beginning to swallow the supplies. If there were any explosives in the pile, they 


would be in for a show. 


A distant crack rang out, echoing abruptly through the area. For a second, Kaz thought a 


cannon had been fired, but the air was pulled from his lungs when it registered. Jesper’s pistol. 
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Ahead of him, Inej slid to a stop on the damp grass and changed course immediately, her braid 
snapping like a banner in the wind. She tossed her bag to the side as she ran, the mace tumbling 


to the ground, and was already lost to the trees when Kaz looked back. 


Kaz had not in the slightest believed that all would go perfectly, but the hitch still set him on 
edge. His plan was still on track; Inej could lead the Careers back on her own, but losing Jesper 
or Wylan would throw them off the rails. Nina ran for the discarded bag as Kaz hesitated, 


noticing an uncomfortable increase in temperature around them. 


“They'd better come back,” Matthias huffed from beside him. His hands flexed restlessly, brows 


furrowed as he cast his eyes skyward. 


The air had lifted with a sudden dryness, and a distinctly warm wind whipped up the dried 
leaves underfoot. The sky was darkening overhead, not with clouds, but with a near reddish tint 
that pricked that cold feeling in the back of Kaz’s racing mind. The gamemakers had a plan of 


their own. 


“Stay here,” Kaz commanded as Nina returned with Inej’s bag. He stalked forward, accepting 
the mace she handed him, evading the bear traps scattered at the treeline. Above the forest 
ahead of them, the plumes of smoke had grown larger and darker—what exactly had Jesper 


torched? 


Smoke was beginning to fill their own clearing as the supplies were further engulfed in flame. 
Kaz circled the Cornucopia, now sure that if there had been explosives, they would have ignited 
already. Leaves blew across the ground, their fluttering forms mixing with flakes of ash and 


burning remnants of the pile, sticking to Kaz’s clothing as he slipped past the fire. 


There was a sound from the forest—passing shouts, and the clang of weapons meeting. Heart 
racing, Kaz faced the trees at the moment that Jesper emerged, running as if from a flood, 


Wylan at his heels. 


There was a blur behind them that Kaz recognized as the tribute from three—she was about 


Wylan’s height, wearing white, her blonde hair matted with blood. Behind her Kaz glimpsed 
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more figures, but the girl caught up to Wylan and tripped him, descending upon him with a 
blade. She was too far away and too fast for Kaz to stop her, but Jesper moved faster, whirling 
and firing his last bullet. It caught her in the shoulder, sending her careening backwards; he 
hadn’t attempted a headshot on the small chance that he missed, but it gave Wylan time to 


scramble to his feet. 


Kaz involuntarily tensed as the tributes from District 1 emerged at last—Thena with two axes in 
her fists appearing as deadly extensions of her arms, and Arturo with a sickening grin anda 
spear spinning at his side. The tribute from three seemed almost unfazed by the gunshot wound 
in her shoulder, falling back to her teammates. She had undoubtedly been trained to withstand 
pain. Kaz willed Matthias and Nina to remain hidden, searching through the smoke for Inej, but 


finding no sign of her. 


“They spotted us,” Jesper panted nearby, pulling a machete from his bag—the same one that 
had nearly killed him the previous day. “There was something else back there, but I couldn’t tell 
—” he broke off, taking a shuddering breath. Wylan was doubled over at his side, seemingly 
about to be sick. He had reopened his bullet wound, and there was a cut across his face that 
looked deep enough to leave a dreadful scar. The growing fire was suddenly blown in their 
direction, catching some of the leaves alight, and Kaz quickly realized why Jesper’s diversion 


fire had gone out of control. 


The drying air and gusting wind had a purpose. The gamemakers were spreading the fire. 


There was nothing he could do about that. In fact, it might work to his advantage. The Careers 
ignored the sight of their supplies in flames, even the body of the boy from ten that still laid 
nearby. What they saw was exactly what Kaz wanted them to see—wayward tributes backed into 
the clearing, a plan gone wrong, and the alley rat that was Kaz Brekker with only a mace to 


defend himself. They advanced, and he refrained from smiling. 


With a flick of his wrist, Kaz lit the object in his sleeve and tossed it into the flames. The 
Careers had seen him do it, but not what he had thrown. They halted, bracing for an explosion, 


but none came. 
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“Kaz?” Jesper said, looking alarmingly at the pile. As they watched, a new shade entered the 


blackness of the smoke that billowed from it. A deep, threatening red. 


Wylan and Jesper exchanged looks of horror, then nearly stumbled in their race to get away 
from the fire, covering their mouths and noses. Admittedly, Kaz thought as he produced the gas 


mask, sliding it over his face, they were better actors than he had expected. 


“It’s gas!” Kaz heard one of the Careers shout at the sight of the mask. Jesper and Wylan had run 
in the direction of the lake, but the Careers backed to the edge of the clearing, their eyes 
betraying their fear. Kaz must have looked like an omen of death through the smoke, the skull- 


like mask obscuring his face and fire whipping at his feet as he stepped idly towards them. 


Covering their lower faces, the Careers finally snapped—with the forest a burning haze behind 
them, they ran for the lake. Arturo reached the traps first, and Kaz savored the sound of the 
spring releasing, the crash of metal, and the resounding howl as his body toppled. The other two 
managed to catch themselves in time, but they couldn’t retreat with the gas at their backs. Kaz 
moved forward, a smirk beneath his mask, tossing a second flare into the fire for good measure. 
It wasn’t lethal—he could remove the mask and take a breath if he wished, albeit one tainted 
with smoke and a sting of chemicals. But as far as the Careers knew, the red-tinged smoke was 


death incarnate. 


Thena and the tribute from three were ignoring Arturo’s gasping form at their feet, instead 
moving carefully and quickly over the remaining traps, weapons ready to swing at a moment’s 
notice. Kaz slipped into the nearby treeline, steps hastening as he caught the sound of Arturo 
wrenching his trap open. Even if they had only succeeded in slowing the brute, it could be 


enough. There were only so many injuries they could sustain before going down. 


Victory was so close that Kaz could almost feel it suspended before him, closing distance to it 
with each solid step. Without warning, his mind flashed to all those who had died where he 
stood, who had killed and been killed beneath the dome above his head. All at the hands of the 
Capitol, and all likely thinking as he was—that they would make it out, that some shred of life 
was still somehow owed to them. Hope had, alarmingly, become familiar. Perhaps it was all one 


has left in the arena. 
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Nina screamed, suddenly and loudly ahead of him, and Kaz froze, his vision shattering. The 
Careers were still to his left. Only his teammates waited ahead, prepared to attack at once when 


the three reached the lake’s shore. What had happened? 


A figure materialized through the leaves to his right. Kaz felt a half-second of relief at 
recognizing Inej before his blood grew cold at the sight of her. Her hair seemed to have been 
ripped from its braid, and scratches—deep, horrible, and welling with blood—littered her face, 


arms, and shoulders where her tunic had been slashed. 


“Creatures,” she forced out, mopping the hair from her face. “Birds. They’re attacking.” 


Kaz pulled the mask from his head and plunged forward, shoving aside the remainder of the 


brush and emerging onto the shoreline. He was met with chaos. 


The sky had further deepened in hue, and Kaz could now see why. The sun within the arena had 
been expanded and turned a looming orange, the color of a star before its death. It was still 


bright enough to cast light, but Kaz almost wished it wasn’t when he saw the creatures. 


They were wheeling overhead, close enough to dive upon his teammates, who were desperately 
fending them off. They seemed to be modeled after hawks, but to compare them to a living thing 
was undoubtedly a stretch. They were as large as vultures, skeletal and soulless, pointed beaks 
wrenched open to emit a grating shriek that set Kaz’s hair on end. What little of their bodies 
remained consisted of twisting metal fused with flesh, black and brown fading to red along the 


tail. Where their knifepoint talons found skin, they tore, aiming for vital organs—aiming to kill. 
The gamemakers had given them a final sign. Red-tailed hawks were natural predators of crows. 
“They followed me, even in the forest,” Inej gasped as one flew directly for them, and Kaz swung 


the mace without thinking, barely managing to beat it down. “They only go after us,” she said 


helplessly, drawing two knives from her belt. 
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Rather than crunching under the blow, the creature simply returned to dive again. After the 
second hit, it recovered even faster. Matthias was fighting a similar battle, swinging a club as 


the hawks dove for him and Nina. 


There was something jarring about the creatures, something in their rushed designs, the way 
their disfigured bodies didn’t quite fit together. The gamemakers had made them in a hurry— 
perhaps pieced together from past creations, rushed into the arena under strict orders to target 
Kaz and his team. This wasn’t just an act to crank up the odds. Whatever was happening outside 


the arena, it seemed the Capitol did not want a crow for a victor. 


In his focus, Kaz didn’t notice the Careers, not until a dagger whistled past his moving head. 
Inej was gone in a flash, and Kaz barely had time to turn before a second dagger ripped through 
his side and Arturo was charging towards him across the sand, dragging one bloodied leg 
behind him. Kaz dodged the talons of the hawk that was still making attempts for his throat, his 
grip tightening on the mace, and he managed to swing once for Arturo’s head before he 
gathered his senses and dashed back towards Nina and Matthias. One of the creatures lay at 


Nina’s feet, though Kaz couldn’t fathom how she’d killed it. 


“Keep them off me,” Kaz rasped, and he could only hope they’d manage the task as Arturo 
lunged for him, moving too predictably. Kaz caught the back of his leg with his own, tripping 
him, and sunk a knee into his mangled leg. Howling with pain, the man threw a punch so hard 
that Kaz saw stars, and he was thrown to the side. He let go of the mace to avoid landing on it, 
and Arturo took the opportunity to dig his spear into Kaz’s leg, trampling him into the ground 


and landing punch after punch. 


Even maimed, Arturo was a powerhouse. Kaz was already out of breath, his vision swimming, 
and it took twice the usual amount of strength to catch the man’s arm as it swung again and 


bend it, inflicting as much pain as he could. 


The tribute from three was fighting Jesper to Kaz’s left, who was barely holding his own with 
the machete while Wylan battled with the hawks. Behind them, Inej was meeting Thena blade 
to blade, fighting as Kaz had never seen her fight before, their movements so fast that the 


ground seemed to shake with it. Smoke was pouring from the treeline. The arena began to warp 
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before Kaz’s eyes, blood staining his vision as it stained the sand, and he rolled again to the side 


as Arturo attempted to strangle him. 


They wouldn’t survive. Kaz’s head snapped back with another punch, and his fingers shook as 


they found the mace. 


“Use them!” Matthias shouted to him as one of the creatures latched onto his arm. Kaz managed 
a hit with the mace, throwing Arturo off, and he dragged himself up as fast as he could, just 
barely dodging one of the creatures as it dove for his head. It was then that Matthias’ words 


registered, but he had no time to act before Arturo was upon him again. 


Kaz called upon every last strategy to match Arturo’s strength. Every last midnight encounter in 
the alleyways of the Barrel, every lesson he’d been taught in the Dregs, every beating he'd come 
back from, learned from, hoping by some Saint’s mercy it would be enough. He was working 
with fractions of seconds, the Career’s skills so honed by a lifetime of training that for each 
movement that Kaz anticipated, he was already seamlessly onto the next. Time and time again, 
Kaz’s jaw was cracked with blows, his body thrown to the sand. Pain rushed in, devoured him. 


But each time, he pulled himself back up. 


Arturo’s lethal grin, his cruelty, Kaz’s brilliance—it all faded to desperation. They fought to the 
brink of losing consciousness. Even as the shore gradually quieted around him and the sounds 


of the surrounding fight fell away, Kaz clawed his way to survival. 


Use them, Matthias had said. With his vision blotting out and Arturo rising once again, Kaz took 
the chance. He stumbled into the path of the last hawk that remained on him. The shrieking 
creature dove again and he moved, throwing himself in Arturo’s path and ducking at the last 


second. 
He couldn’t see the scope of its damage, but when he glanced up, he knew it was a fatal blow. 
Turning from Arturo’s dropping body, Kaz willed himself forward, only to still at the sight 


before him. 


Inej was on the ground, her body in a puddle of blood. 
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Thena, it seemed, was down as well. Smoke was flooding the shore, obscuring the weapons that 


were strewn in their wake. 


Kaz had prepared himself to see it. He had trusted that they would fake their deaths so 
realistically that even he could not tell who was alive. It still hit him harder than a physical blow 
—harder than anything else could have, in a way he still didn’t fully understand. It was almost 
enough to send him into a state of shock, his muscles freezing up, but he found the strength to 


look away. To the cameras, he must have appeared almost unfazed by the sight. 


Jesper was sprawled on the sand nearby, his closed eyes visible, the stained water lapping at his 
body. Wylan was facedown a few yards away. Most of the hawks had been taken down by his 
team, but those that remained ignored the bodies, descending upon Kaz. He could only swat at 
them with the mace in his gradually numbing hands, slow enough for their talons to catch his 


face and shoulders. It seemed an almost distant pain. 


The tribute from three had taken off after Matthias and Nina, and Kaz just barely had time to 
catch her final moments, sliding from Nina’s knife near the treeline. Matthias’ unmoving body 
laid next to them, and Nina could only send Kaz a wild, stricken look before clutching her own 


bleeding chest and crumpling at his side. 


Seconds after her body hit the ground, each of the creatures dropped from the sky. 


It was as if their batteries had been removed by some invisible force. Kaz watched them strike 


the water and sink, breathing heavily, his face wiped of emotion. He didn’t look back at Inej. 


One by one, the cannons began to fire. Kaz counted them as they sounded; one for Arturo, one 


for Thena, one for the tribute from three. Then another, another, another... 


Kaz tore his eyes from the sky, forcing himself away from the bodies. He needed to leave the 
scene; the longer his team laid without being taken by the hovercraft, the longer they had for 
their act to fail. Nina was alive. Kaz knew it for certain—even if the rest had died, Nina Zenik 


was still alive. 
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Eight cannons had fired in total. Kaz hauled himself up the shore, not sure how much longer he 
could manage to walk. He turned off the sand, moving into the shade of the still burning trees as 
a male voice sounded overhead, echoing gently and impassively through the high dome of the 


arena. 


“Ladies and Gentlemen,” the voice said. Kaz wiped the blood from his gloves, his gaze fixed 


ahead. The sun’s cheerful hue was returning. 


“I am proud to present the winner of the Hunger Games,” the voice announced. “From district 


twelve, Kaz Brekker.” 


It was then that, with a final violent shake, his legs gave out. 


Kaz often wished in the foggy days that followed his victory that there was some way to visit the 
past; some way that he could find his younger self, the boy who nobody knew, and tell him what 


would be to come. 


He remembered all too well the way he had sat, unmoving and unblinking through every 
broadcast of the games. He had stared at his ceiling some nights simply imagining himself in 
that circle, in the trees, running from floods and fires and the gaping jaws of monsters. Young 
Kaz would walk the border of the village twelve set aside for its victors, peering into the manors 
that he would later conduct heists on. He could hardly imagine that long life in luxury, but he 


would imagine it anyway. 


I did it, he wished he could tell his younger self. He would repeat it again, watching his own 


small eyes widen in joy. Again and again, until he believed it himself. 


It was an escape, in a way. When he awoke on a medical bed, his vision split between the sterile 
walls before him and a reel of images from the arena that he couldn’t shake, he imagined that 


boy seeing him there, Jordie next to him, the two of them speechless with pride. 
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Later, in his teens, he had rolled his eyes at the screen while tributes made the wrong decisions 
—when they ate something poisonous, or turned their backs to an ally, or misused their 
weapons in a critical moment. I would have survived that, he would think. He had never hoped to 
be Reaped, but a part of him still believed it. As simple as a card vanishing beneath a gloved 
hand, he would win the games. It wasn’t until he was even older that he realized just how foolish 


he had been to think that. 


I did it, Kaz told that version of himself as well, though he felt almost sick with it. 


It became a mantra as his wounds were treated, as he was strapped down as tightly as possible 
to the medical bed to stop him from thrashing against the hands on him. Trauma, they said. It 
was common for tributes to leave the games in a state of panic, sometimes forgetting where they 
were, that those around them weren’t still trying to kill them. Kaz’s mentor, who appeared 
occasionally to speak with him, seemed more apologetic than anything. In a low whisper one 
afternoon, the man told him that he shouldn’t expect his mind to ever recover from the games. 


Kaz had told him, emotionlessly, that it was broken when he’d bought it. 


He stayed under medical treatment for two days before being transported to the cosmetics 
department, dressed once again in the expensive clothing he had been given during their 
training. His wounds had been healed to smoothness, the deeper ones numbed to hide the pain, 
and he’d been fed enough to bring some of the color back to his complexion before being 


presented to the public. He’d become the Capitol’s prop once again. 


Though he routinely eyed the faces that surrounded him, no one showed up to arrest him. No 
one questioned the events that occurred at the games’ end, or dragged him to the Capitol’s high 
court to answer for a disappearing hovercraft. Instead he was deposited onto a stage on the third 
day, once again faced with the eager smile of Heleen, the games’ host, seated before a camera 


and a buzzing audience. 


Kaz could scarcely hold on to a word Heleen was saying during the interview. His eyes locked 
onto her fluttering hands, the slight tension in her smile—did she know something? Had the 


Capitol already discovered his plot, or had it never come to pass? Kaz swallowed, the lights 
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glaring into his eyes, and he gripped the crows-head of his cane. They had returned it to him 


that morning. 


“It seems like your mind is elsewhere, Kaz,” Heleen said slowly after his third lacking response. 


“Tm sure you ve been thinking about... the friends you made in the arena, am I right?” 


A hush came over the audience at the first mention of his allies. Kaz took a shallow breath, his 
gaze wandering over the Capitol’s citizens, and an answer once again wisped from his mind as 
his eyes fell to their clothing. Amidst the usual riot of color were contrasting shades of black. 
There were rippling black dresses that caught Kaz’s eye between shining gold, headdresses 
adorned with feathers or the impression of wings. Others had sewn feathers into their garments 
where they wouldn’t stand out, and as Kaz watched, a few black-gloved hands were raised to 


catch his attention. He understood at once the strained smile that Heleen had greeted him with. 


He cleared his throat, his eyes returning to the camera. 


“My crows,” he began, and Heleen subtly jolted at the words. Interesting. 


“-are the reason that I’m sitting here today. If it weren’t for them, I would not have survived, 


just as they survived to the end due to our mutual trust.” 

“How touching-” Heleen began, but Kaz was not finished. 

“You have all spent time with them,” his gaze drifted to the audience, meeting the scattered 
eyes that gleamed with tears. “But you haven't seen everything. I can tell you what the cameras 
may have failed to capture; what we truly had in common.” 

Heleen began to speak again, but Kaz’s serrated voice rose above hers. 

“Nina Zenik,” he said, “Matthias Helvar. Seventeen and eighteen years old, lost their chance for 


a life together when they entered the arena. Jesper Fahey, starved in his district despite 


producing the Capitol’s food supply.” 
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The crowd was murmuring in shock. Heleen’s gaze had turned stormy, her charm vanishing 


with a speed that rivaled the Wraith. 


“Inej Ghafa,” Kaz forced out, ignoring the image that jumped to mind. “Sixteen, her family 


taken from her when she was nine. Kinder than I had ever known a person to be.” 


Some audience members were indeed crying now—whatever the cameras had shown, it had 
been enough. Others were standing in outrage, voices rising, though Kaz couldn’t make out 


their words. 


“She wanted what we all want. A life. A choice in how to live it. Many of you have never 


wondered what it’s like to be denied something as simple as that.” 


Kaz could practically feel the nation shifting in unease at his tone. This was what he had hidden 
away in twelve, slipping through the chasm that surrounded him, forcing himself to play the 


game, to survive the next hand, all the while starving for revenge. 


“Wylan,” Kaz continued, and Heleen’s eyes flew to the wings for salvation. “Forgive me,” his 
voice dropped dangerously, pulse thundering in his ears. “I don’t remember the last name that 


was invented for him.” 


The cameras were cut, perhaps before he had finished his last sentence, but the damage had 
been done. Two Peacemakers appeared behind Kaz, hauling him from his seat and escorting 


him off stage, leaving a swelling audience and the furious host behind to deal with the fallout. 


Kaz was held in a near-empty room for days, unlocked only for servants to bring him food. He 
passed the days and nights alone, pacing to keep his mind from wandering, growing impatient 
with what was left of his freedom hanging in the balance. He hadn't planned the scene he’d 
made, but he didn’t once find himself regretting it. The rage that had seized him in that moment 
hadn’t yet faded. It was only after he’d picked the locks on every door and window in 
preparation to escape that he was released, and as his mentor informed him, it was to send him 


home. 


79 


No one said a word to him as the train departed. Kaz simply watched the Capitol pass by 
through the broad windows of his compartment, the place he’d imagined he would not return 
from. He let out a slow breath when its glittering facade faded to a blur of trees and sloping 


fields. 


District 12 had not seen a new victor in 54 years. Kaz had reminded himself of the fact as he’d 
glimpsed the soot-stained chimneys above the approaching town, but the first sight of the 
crowd that awaited him still made him wish he could slink into an alley and be rid of it all. 
They'd passed through each district on their way to his own and crowds had gathered at each 
station, craning for a glimpse of the victor, though the scene had changed as they moved further 
from the Capitol. He’d noticed more black clothing, more gloved hands, a slow transition from 
joviality amidst glassy cities to the solemn, colorless sea of the poor. District 8 had been void- 
like, a mourning of the spider that had once slipped through its factories, and it had only grown 


worse from there. 


District 11 was the most restless of all. Kaz had watched as the people surged against a line of 
Peacemakers, their gaunt faces pleading with him, some crying their thanks for keeping their 
gunslinger alive as long as he had. The Peacemakers had been startlingly brutal, as if unrest in 


the district had been escalating for some time. 


“The games were only the beginning,” his mentor murmured as the train pulled into the station 
at twelve. The man had kept a brooding silence throughout their ride. Kaz looked away from the 
swarm of faces, people he’d known, people who had hated him, now toppling over each other to 


welcome him home. 


“You keep your head down,” his mentor spoke again, slow and near silent. There was a shade of 
warning in his eyes. Again, Kaz had the maddening feeling that he knew something—that the 
Capitol was dealing with something he would never get closure for. That the visions of blood 
pooling upon sand would only worsen without it, that he would lie with torments of hawks and 
dying suns until it consumed him. His dreams since the arena had almost made him miss the 


nights that only Jordie had haunted. 
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Behind that fear, stronger than ever, was a whispering urge to throw out every copper he owned, 
every second of his remaining years, to use any means to settle the debt he was owed. Some part 
of him knew he couldn’t be satisfied until that gap was filled. Until his hands no longer itched 


for the Capitol’s throat. 


“A life in peace,” his mentor whispered, surely seeing what was simmering behind his eyes. “All 


the money you could want, any protection you require, if you stay out of trouble.” 


“You drive a hard bargain,” Kaz rasped, his cane clacking to the train’s doors as voices rose in 


tandem outside. By the time they slid open, he had made his decision. 


